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Three raincoats made their way across the soggy field. Dark clouds swept 
over the night sky, the smell of wet dog thick in the air. A four-legged beast 
emerged from the mist ahead of the group. Two members scattered, leaving 
the third, and only man of the group to deal with the sopping, black-furred 
creature. Moonlight glinted off a twin set of razor-sharp teeth protruding 
from under the monster’s snout. 

The brute leaped as Russell charged, pulling a bladeless hilt from his 
belt. With a squeeze of the haft, a blade appeared. Galloping through the 
mud, the thuds of the creature’s paws vibrated the man’s legs with each 
step. He lunged at the beast’s head, but in retaliation, the animal thrashed, 
knocking the man against the ground. The monster approached the 
recovering Russel, its jaw gaping. 

It dove its snout down on top of Russell, but as it did, he drove his 
knife into the creature’s cold black eye. A popping sound echoed out, blood 
splashing down on Russell. Using his submerged metal as a pivot, he swung 
atop the monster’s head. As the man loosened his grip on the snakewood 
handle, the sharp metal retracted, but Russell squeezed it once more, 
plunging the steel into his opponent’s skull. Crashing to the ground, the 
man jumped from the lifeless body and rejoined his scurrying companions. 

“How’s he doin’, Abby?” 

The woman lifted the canvas cover of the handwoven carrying 
basket to check within. “He’ll be fine, Russell, but we need to hurry.” 

“How *bout you, Bon?” 

“T’m okay, Dad. Just want to hurry and get there.” Continuing her 
dash, Bonnie raised her hand, swiping it over the left side of her face. A 
mechanical whine resonated from her eye socket. A metal plate disguised as 
an ordinary human iris rose from her also seemingly normal eyeball. GUIs 
from different programs installed onto the cybernetically enhanced eye’s 
memory chip popped up, blocking her vision momentarily. 

Several pop-ups relating to vitals appeared. With a movement of her 
pupil, she closed the windows out, and activated a program titled Weather. 


All the climate caused hindrances disappeared in her one eye as if it were a 
neutral day without a cloud in the sky. For an inexperienced user, seeing 
something completely different through each lens was extremely 
disorienting. But her frequent practice, even when in impractical situations, 
helped to negate the nauseating sensation. 

“We’re here!” Shouted Bonnie, navigating with the swing of her 
finger toward their destination. 

The group advanced in the direction of a large cement wall 
emerging from the fog. Sprawls of buildings stretched into the sky behind 
the twenty meter high concrete structure, leading into the horizon as far as 
the eye could see. Protecting all the constructions within electrical 
discharges sprinkled the invisible enclosure. They rushed toward the capital 
as the rain subsided, continuing towards their goal, the eastern entrance. 

As the group approached, they could make out Bradley, a young city 
security guard clad in black covered by matching metal, pondering the night 
sky, his armor scraping against a large metallic door. The sound of the 
steadily approaching splashes pulled his attention back to his duties. He 
straightened his stance, the embers of his sweet stick lighting his 
disinterested face. His right hand gripped the cloth-wrapped hilt of the 
blade that rested in the saya hooked to his belt bands. Smoke lingered in the 
air as Bonnie approached, her hood now folding back. 

“Bradley!” Bonnie said. “Thank God, I never thought I’d see you 
again.” 

Bradley embraced Bonnie, her brunette hair radiating the smell of 
sweat and rainwater, but this didn’t affect her loving warmth. “You scared 
the crap outta me! You know how antsy I get being outside these walls. 
Guards take beatings every week from what’s out here.” 

Ignoring his concern, she raised her lips whispering in his ear, “You 
picked up smoking again? You know how that makes me feel.” 

“I needed something to occupy myself with after you left. My 
nerves were getting to me about the whole situation.” Bradley turned to 
look at the other hooded figures tailing Bonnie. Uncovering her face was a 
woman in her forties with shoulder-length brown hair, followed by a 
middle-aged man with short black stubble on his head and chin. 

“Well, if it isn’t mama Gail and old man Russ.” 


“It’s good to see you’re well, Bradley, but we need to hurry. Is your 
father ready?” Russell turned, grabbing the woven carrier from his wife. 

“Yeah, let me get Donny to open the gate. They’re just on the other 
side.” 

He gently knocked on the thick metal door at varying rates, loosely 
resembling morse code. Metal bars dropped into the floor and the doors 
creaked into the walls, revealing two men: Bradley’s not much younger 
brother, Donny, dressed in the same manner, and another, Bradley’s father 
Joseph, a man around Russell’s age. After a firm handshake, they quickly 
handed the carrier over to Donny, who stood shaking behind his father. 

“Take good care of him, Joseph.” Russell stepped back behind the 
open slits in the floor, allowing the metal bars to retake their position. 

“Are you sure you want to do this, Russ?” Joseph looked back at his 
son, who was clearly hesitant to check under the cover. 

“We have no choice, Joe. The Marrow is opening.” 

Despair flashed across Joseph’s face. “No, it can’t be.” 

Russel hung his head low, pulling his soaking black hood back up. 
He reached deep into his wife’s pack and pulled out a large envelope, 
handing it over. “That’s for medical, living, and any other expenses he 
might need. We’ll be back as soon as we figure out what to do.” 

After a quick kiss on Bradley’s lips, Bonnie let go and turned to 
follow her mother and father. “Take care of my little brother, Brad. And you 
better quit smoking.” 

“Wait, I’m coming with you—” 

“You can’t now... Bradley, be there for my little brother. He’ll need a 
sibling that can be there for him. Make sure Ant grows up to be a good 
man.” She stuck out her tongue and turned away, concealing the tears 
following the path of scars on her cheeks. 

The adventurers disappeared into the fog whilst the men looked 
down at the baby. 
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The cool night air stunk of different cold cuts wafting from the building 
where the old man lingered. He watched as the armored shipment truck, 
resembling more of a tank, departed from the alley next to the meat shop. 
As always, the rig made a beeline for the same exit it used twice a week. 
Joseph was sure the lorry’s full of not just casual delivery people, but 
seasoned hunters of the land outside the walls. 

“The most exotic meats from the most disgusting beasts,” as Arne, 
the deli owner, would tell him every time he stopped in for a pound or two. 

He watched as the cameras perched around each corner of the door 
scanned the truck thoroughly. His sons had signed NDAs to join the Wall 
and City Security Protocol Soldiers, but they still informed their old man of 
operations behind the scenes. The technology is complex, but the system is 
simple. It would scan down to the bone of everything and everyone inside 
the vehicle on entry, and compare that to another image taken on exit. Of 
course, this is a gross simplification, but Joseph found it mostly 
understandable. 

In contrast, his wife, Karina, bathed in knowledge. Thriving in the 
most intricate versions of scientific explanations. She’s the leading designer 
of most modern standards, after all. 

Joseph trudged back down the street, but the sound of the exit’s 
security siren stopped him in his tracks. A large squad of about fifteen 
armed and armored men stormed out from the buildings neighboring the 
door’s exit and shouting ensued. Most times during a false alarm, it’s 
because some adventurer smoked a cigarette or chewed gum on the way in, 
and discarded it before leaving. Thus, the scans wouldn’t match, and 
whoever responsible was detained and taken into a twenty-four hour 
custody while they searched the person’s belongings and scrubbed every 
second of surveillance footage they were present in. 

In Joseph’s opinion, it’s an intrusive system, but it kept everyone 
who stayed inside the walls safe from anyone who meant harm, well, as 
long as no one exploited any major flaw. 


Nevertheless, he marched on. Luckily, the trek back home wasn’t a 
lengthy one. Downtown is big enough to be full of technology and people, 
but the walks are never too far. Joseph told his sons that if he were still their 
age, he’d be able to run from wall to wall in eight minutes tops. Of course, 
they never believed him until they started running drills around the exterior 
of the city themselves. It was only then that they realized the place wasn’t 
so big after all. They were all just birds stuck in a halfway decent cage. 

What’s impressive is the city’s architects’ and engineers’ ability to 
continue expanding upwards. No matter how tall they built, they always 
extended the sky shield with minor to no accidents. Stars painted the night 
sky, but the electrical dome perched above buzzed with a visible discharge 
and gave Joseph a headache. Still, he never stopped trying to steal a glance 
at the constellations. 

Suddenly, an unexpected tone came from his pocket. Joseph pulled 
out the vibrating device: an ancient phone. A glance at the screen showed 
the face of the woman who went through all the trouble of making this 
model compatible with the city’s modern technology. 

He answered. 

“Hey Kari, what’s up?” 

“Have you seen Brad or Don?” Her tone was dry, quiet even. Not 
her usual one at all. He always expected a warming, “Hello dear,” or a 
tempered, “Yeah, yeah,” followed by a long explanation about how the day 
was going terribly. For as long as they’d been married, they knew each 
other’s quirks and systems, and in recalling that, he knew this time Karina 
was purposely setting off alarms. 

“No, I’m just on my way back from the shop. Why do you ask?” 

“I can’t say much. They’ll be checking my phone logs any second. 
You need to find them, Joe. Anthony too.” 

“What do you mean? Anthony’s at home. He was sleeping before I 
even left.” 

Somewhere in the background, a ruckus came from her end of the 
call. It sounded like she tried to ward off people who barged in on her 
unannounced. To his knowledge, that’d never happened before due to her 
position as director of many of the city’s projects. Anyone, no matter who 
they were, had to make an appointment to see his wife. 


“Kari? Kari! What’s going on?” But he received no response. He 
tried steading his shaking hand as he listened to the voice of two or three 
different men while they rummaged through files and boxes. 

Then, the phone abruptly hung up, and nothing but a dial tone rang 
in his ear. Pocketing his phone, he put the hood of his jacket up, and stuck 
to the shadows as security cars flooded the streets. One after another, they 
passed him by as he made his way to the front door of their standalone 
house. This single family home stood as a rarity in the city even before his 
wife paid for the high price tag. But there was no time to admire. Joseph 
hurried up the stairs and threw the door open, locking it behind him. 

What’d those damn boys do now? 

He ducked into the closet under the stairwell, pulling the dangling 
string in the middle to light up the small nook. Though filled to the brim 
with boxes, he knew where to look for what he seeked, diving onto the 
cardboard in that direction. Lifting a large backpack from under a few 
stacked trash bags, he brought it into the hall, checking for any holes. 
Unlatching and flinging the satchel open, he filled it with nonperishable 
food he found in the cupboard, leaning heavier on the peaches. After 
grabbing any supplies he could find within sight, he laid the pack down and 
started up the stairwell, quickening his pace. 
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“Anthony, get up boy.” Joseph grasped the sixteen-year-old boy’s shoulder, 
not knowing he laid still awake. Panicked, Anthony turned over to find his 
adoptive father standing next to his bed. 

“What’s wrong, Uncle Joe?” 

“We have to get you out of here. Change into something warm and 
come downstairs.” 

Anthony wanted to question, but he knew after years of living 
together, Joe wasn’t one for procrastinating when things seemed urgent, so 
he followed orders. 

“Here, take your pack, son, and hurry out the back.” 

Anthony didn’t hesitate. He walked through the kitchen and grabbed 
the backpack that was leaning against the table leg. A knock at the front 
door startled them both and interrupted their plans. Joseph continued to 
wave the boy towards the sliding glass exit leading to the backyard. 

“Go! Get out of here, then meet me at the closest gate,” he 
whispered as he approached the entry way. 

“But—” Anthony started, but Joe waved him off. 

“Do you know what hour it is?” He shouted to the individuals 
beyond the door, but no response came. 

Anthony crept into the yard. The densely packed prefab duplexes 
neighboring their house have small lots that are hard to hide in. He turned 
back for a second and saw that Joseph invited a couple of large guys inside. 
Joe seemed familiar with the two and let his guard down, but the men 
looked perplexed, even disgruntled, as if they’d recently lost respect for 
him. 

No business of mi— 

The sudden roar of law enforcement vehicle motors drowned his 
thoughts out. The sirens and lights weren’t on, though the machines raced 
by as if heading to an emergency. 

What’ going on? Does this have to do with those guys inside? 


The stealth books Anthony read during his lunch breaks flipped 
through his brain. Nothing but broad strokes stuck out. 

Hug the wall, check your corners, keep low. 

Those rules repeated in his head. Even if the authorities weren’t 
after him, he didn’t want to risk getting caught and being mistaken as the 
common street skimmer. However, it wasn’t long before he’d found a 
different issue at hand. 

A feminine voice shouted out as a rowdy bunch of disrespectful 
night dwellers surrounded the woman. He stopped for a moment, 
contemplating the fact that his luck wouldn’t have it any other way as 
Joseph’s many one-off lessons dialed in. 

“You protect a woman in need, son. Theres nothing more than that. 
You never know, could be your life partner in one sense or another. ” 

Anthony knew he had the jump on them. All he’d have to do is grab 
the person and run. 

Suddenly, the young lady’s yell for help shattered his thoughts. 
Anthony shook Joseph’s voice from his head and took action. As he crossed 
the street, he noticed hands descending onto someone within a group of 
individuals of varying shapes and styles. But before they could get a hold of 
the distressed girl, Anthony’s arm squeezed through a gap and yanked on 
the girl’s wrist. As he pulled her from their clutches, he got a whiff of 
alcohol that must’ve been radiating from the breath’s of the offenders. 

“Run.” Anthony tugged one final time as he sprinted toward one of 
the city gates. 

Through bated breath, she mustered a, “Thank you.” 

“You’re welcome, but we have to break off here,” he informed her 
as he continued his sprint. “Are you okay making it home by yourself?” 

She paused for a moment, her face wearing a puzzled expression, as 
if she’d recognized the boy. He didn’t recognize her in return, but she 
seemed to be about the same age as he is. Affirmation lit up her face as she 
nodded with a grin that only those who’d figured out their entire life path 
would wear. He nodded back and let go of her wrist, watching from the 
corner of his eye as she crossed the street and disappeared out of sight. 

Now to get back on track. 

Successfully evading the many street crawlers sulking in the 
lamplight, he arrived. A metallic door connected the inside of the wall to the 


foreign world outside. There are only four entrances to the entire city, and 
he now stood staring at one of them. Though the door stretched tall and 
wide, the guards’ quarters within are close to uninhabitable. The lack of 
space suffocated many, with the troops finding it hard to take a step without 
tripping on someone’s shoes, or so he heard. The only reason he’d known 
this was through stories from his adoptive brothers, who are guards 
assigned here. 

I’m assuming they’re the ones meeting me here with Joseph. 

No one lurked around the doors at night in fear of being prosecuted 
by city law for attempted leaving. The crime is punishable by prison if not 
in possession of a delivery license accompanied by proper paperwork. 
Though there were usually guards posted outside waiting to process anyone 
leaving, tonight, not a soul stood watch. The only possibility being that 
they’d been scattered around town to handle whatever was going on. 

But Anthony still felt safer sitting in a building nook Brad showed 
him. Something about it being hidden from the security cameras and the 
best place for a smoke. 

A half-hour passed when frantic footsteps approached the road 
leading to the door. But they suddenly stopped, and a metal clang echoed 
through the streets with the sound of rubber wheels rapidly drawing near. 
Anthony’s bones quaked at the thought of peeking around the corner, but he 
must if it meant getting a glimpse of what he’d have to deal with. 

As he did, a voice from a low-quality camera speaker shouted out to 
him. “Cover your eyes!” 

Anthony recognized the voice, as well as the mini remote control 
device it came from. He heard a metal pin pop as he clasped his hands over 
his ears and closed his eyes. A piercing noise still penetrated his palms and 
made its way down his ear canals. The boy continued to cover his ears, even 
after the high-pitched squealing had stopped. But then, someone tapped on 
his shoulder. 

“Come on,” Joe said. “We have to get you out of here.” 

Anthony nodded as he grabbed on to the extended hand of his 
caretaker. “What was that, anyway?” 

“Just a small EMP I built. Had to knock out the cameras so we could 
approach. It won’t buy us time, but it helps to prevent the city from getting 
even more information than they already have on the situation.” 


“But aren’t most EMPs invisible? Why’d you tell me to cover my 
eyes? And what situation?” 

“I had to emit a bright light along with the EMP blast to prevent 
them from deducing the device used. Less evidence, the better.” He paused 
for a moment as he picked up the now destroyed device and let out a grunt 
as the arthritis in his knees popped. “And the situation your brothers caused 
for us.” 

“Donny and Brad?” They were also not his real siblings, just as 
Joseph wasn’t a father. But the boys felt more like their assigned roles than 
Joe did. 

“Apparently, they skipped town last night without a trace. How they 
did it, I haven’t a clue. But if I hadn’t looked into it with my coworkers...” 
He stopped, taking a breath that seemed regretful, as if he realized he’d 
turned in his own sons. “They would’ve had a few more days to get a head 
start, if not longer.” 

“Well... what’d they do? Where’d they go?” Anthony’s teeth 
chattered as the situation became more tense. He watched as his guardian 
now accessed the manual emergency panel used to open the gate in case of 
a power outage. 

“Anthony, I don’t know where they went, but they took a piece of 
technology with them. Extremely advanced technology. Do you get what 
I’m trying to tell you?” 

“I don’t. But—” 

“You could go to jail if I don’t—,” but at that moment, a young girl, 
about the same age as Anthony, walked up behind the two gents as they 
stepped into the gate. She wore a look of determination and a pack sitting 
against her back. 

“What are you doing here?” Anthony quietly expressed a want to 
shout at the girl he’d just saved. 

“I wanted to come with you, Ant!” 

“Wait, how do you—” 

“There’s no time, get in.” Joseph latched onto not only Anthony’s 
shoulder but the girl’s as well, pulling them into the guard’s booth and 
shutting the door behind them. The bars raised on the opposite entrance as 
Joseph manipulated the manual controls further. 

“Joe, are you sure there’s nothing else we can do?” 


“No, son. Your father asked me to protect you when you were just a 
baby, and right now, this is the best way I can do it.” 

Riley, the damsel formerly in distress, stepped out of the room and 
onto the grass with excitement in her eyes. Anthony gave one last look at 
Joe and followed suit. But before he could, Joseph grabbed onto Anthony’s 
shoulder and turned him around, embracing him as a father would embrace 
his only son before his inevitable end. 

“I’m sorry, Anthony. By the Goddess, Fera, I know I was the best 
father I could be for you. I just wished I’d been better.” The voice, stern, but 
with a hint of depression was all Anthony needed to return his adoptive 
father’s embrace. 

“It’s okay. We all try our best, and group failure is the fault of all 
parties involved.” Anthony let go of Joe at this comment and walked out the 
door. That’d been the most understanding either of them had been for each 
other in their entire time together, and Anthony knew that, wanting to leave 
with it as his last words, but not Joseph. 

“Anthony. Find your parents. Find your siblings. And—” 

“Find my ass home!” 

“No!” Joseph paused, a look of disappointment on his face. Anthony 
wondered if his suggestion seemed too outrageous. 

Joe looked into the boy’s eyes, “well... I’m not sure what trouble 
your brothers have caused, but I’m sure it’s not good. So, what I was gonna 
say is try to start a new home. At least until I can figure things out here.” 

Anthony looked back, only just now realizing the sacrifice Joe was 
making for him and his brothers. He’s sure that if he sat and thought, there 
were a lot of sacrifices Joe made for the three of them throughout the years, 
but he was too young or too dense to realize until now. He wanted to thank 
Joe for every moment he’d spent watching over him as he grew up, but 
those weren’t the words to come out. “Well, then... I guess this is goodbye, 
Joe.” 

“Not goodbye. Ill see ya on the other side.” 

Anthony turned and chose not to look back as the bars and shutters 
closed behind him. Instead, he decided to just look up at the starry night 
sky. 
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Questions loaded the boy’s mind as he mulled over every moment of the 
events that occurred in the city the night before. But he cleared his thoughts 
one second at a time as the sun’s rays filled the clouds with beautiful light 
that brightened the entire blue sky. The fresh air gently rolled over the green 
hills as he took a whiff. 

He hadn’t a care in the world, especially with someone by his side. 
After they’d left the city, Riley informed him of their neighboring desks in 
several classes. But if he lacked all memory of her, was she really telling 
the truth? For now, it didn’t matter, as long as she kept watch while he 
relaxed. 

Anthony laid his arms atop the blades, pushing them aside as if he 
were making a snow angel. He’d previously enjoyed this same sensation of 
ticklish turf against his skin, but in a designated facility. 

The small dome engineered to mimic the outdoor ecosystem back in 
the city felt artificial compared to what he experienced now. He recalled all 
the simulations of life that the science and technology department 
developed as he was growing up. “Broaden the student’s minds,” was the 
tagline for those floors full of chambers. There were various devices that 
achieved virtual realism, augmented reality, brain simulations, and B.S.E. or 
Bare Skin Experiences. Each of those apparatuses predominantly required 
their own individual auditorium to maintain a high accuracy. Though he and 
his classmates used them on field trips, the machines were designed for 
treating Post-Traumatic patients, as well as detailed predictions of what was 
happening to the world outside the city. 

Of course, Anthony enjoyed taking part in these activities. But he 
found more enjoyment in the published works and journals written by 
adventurers about their times away from the walls. 

There was the legendary Noah Martin and his Fossils Of A Past Era 
series where he dug up and sold long-lost tech and gadgets from before the 
collapse of society. Then there was the ruthless Ajani Wright and his army, 
who told tales of destroying every abandoned building in his way so the 


world can reset and brim with nature. All these records helped to teach him 
not only about creatures and people outside but what to do if he ever 
encountered any situations described in the books. From bugs to beasts and 
from thieves to machines, Anthony felt confident he knew more than 
anyone roaming these plains. 

However, this peaceful note he found in pandering to his self- 
confidence became short-lived. One moment, he was breathing without a 
struggle, a grin of content plastered across his face, the next, something 
inhibited his nose inhalation. A pressure, or rather, someone’s finger, pushed 
on his right nostril. Even though this was incredibly distracting, he 
pretended to not care, hoping this reaction would bore the intruder, causing 
them to retreat from his bubble. He glanced toward where he believed the 
incursion was coming from, and sure enough, there she was, Riley, the 
green caped personal space invader. 

He fixed his vision on an oddly shaped cloud that drifted into his 
field of view, visible beyond the tips of his brown hair. 

“Hey, Riley?” He heard a tiny peep, as if the action of 
communicating with her was a shock. 

“Uh, yes Ant?” She said, stammering. 

“Who were those people that were messing with you when I 
grabbed you? They seemed just like every other night crawler, am I right?” 

“Yeah, that’s right, Ant.” He heard her break a blade of grass with 
her fingers and twiddle it. His sights stayed on the sky as he tried to think of 
another conversation starter, but he couldn’t change the subject. His 
curiosity pestered him. 

“What were you doing out so late, anyway?” 

“Well, ya know. Sightseeing.” 

Sightseeing? 

He’d never heard a more lame excuse in his life, especially for 
something that seemed like a serious topic such as this. 

“We might not be all that close, but you can tell me stuff. I’m a 
pretty good listener, when I’m not reading, of course.” She mustered up a 
smile at his poor attempt at a joke, but it dissolved. The look on her face 
told him that her authentic emotions were over-riding her forced ones as she 
focused on the greenery. Though, Riley seemed to be seriously 
contemplating on his invite to share. 


“I...” He heard it, her breath escaping her, her nerves taking over. He 
didn’t know how he’d react to her tale, and he bet she didn’t want to find 
out. They were now out beyond the walls, miles away from it, and she was 
most likely scared of the vision of him getting up and leaving her behind if 
she told him something insane. 

But I wouldnt leave... would I? I mean, I try not to judge, but what 
if she told me something completely bizarre? Something I couldn t even 
fathom? Could I trust her? What if she’s an absolute freak? A killer even! 
Would I— 

“I... was trying to feel something,” she said, interjecting his 
thoughts. 

His face grew puzzled at her answer. His mind boggled around like 
someone shaking a cup of dice as he tried to make sense of her words. “I 
don’t think I understand, Riley. What do you mean, trying to feel 
something?” 

“Well... Pve been feeling absent for a while now. Not like emotions 
and stuff, but warmth. Another person’s warmth. Someone who actually 
holds and embraces you.” 

He felt he didn’t really know much about her, but the insignificant 
facts he’d overheard heard about a fellow student over the years manifested 
in his memory. 

That was right. Her parents died a while back. An illness? It took 
both of them. I think it was the same virus that I’d recovered from. 

He sat in silence, waiting to see if she’d continue with her 
explanation, but nothing. She seemed like a girl of many words, but in 
situations like this, he guessed the opposite applied. The tensions continue 
to rise, and he knew he had to break it, but how? 

“So, you wanted those guys to beat you up?” 

Nice going idiot! Thats not breaking up the tension, that’s adding to 
it! 

“Aha, no. Of course not. But I was doing something rather 
disturbing if I have to confess. I was trying to pick up someone in front of 
the bar. It didn’t matter if it was a man or woman, just someone, so I could 
invite them to my empty home and just have them spend the night with 
me.” She gripped onto her hand tightly as if to dig her nails into her skin, 
but he didn’t notice any blood. “I’m so afraid of the silence.” 


He thought for a moment, but not long enough to refrain from 
blurting out something stupid to make her feel better. “Well, things will 
never be silent around me!” Using a laid back tone, he tried his best to 
sound nonchalant. The boy followed his claim with a smile as he locked his 
eyes onto another funny-looking cloud. In the end, he really didn’t know 
what to say, only that he wished he’d never brought it up in the first place, 
though he hoped she felt better. He smirked once again as he tried to 
decipher what the shape resembled. 

But this nostalgic childhood game was no longer the focus as a 
shadow entered his gaze. 

“Ah! Dammit!” The boy said, yelling as he curled up into a ball 
covering his right eye to nurture the agonizing pain her finger poke 
inflicted. Riley’s soft, but panicked, voice stammered. 

“Tm sorry, Ant!” 

“What’s your problem?!” 

“T was aiming for your cheek...” 

Anthony, still covering his eye, sat up, and scolded the girl sitting on 
her knees beside him. “How do you miss a cheek?” 

He stuck one hand into the dirt and pushed himself to his feet. Even 
though his lack of balance was clear to them both, it remained well enough 
to stumble away raged. 

The girl scrambled to catch up with him, crying out, “Ant! Please 
come back! I’m sorry! Don’t leave me!” 

He continued to look straight ahead in a gloomy haze as his steps 
merged onto a broken concrete road, his guilt festering. Maybe this bit of 
pain was what he deserved for misjudging the one person joining him on 
this journey. 
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After the physical pain stopped, Anthony shoved his hands in his pockets 
and ignored the apologetic voice rambling on behind him. 

She stabbed me in the eye, after all. 

He justified the silent treatment to himself, but her relentless 
apologies were getting depressing. It surprised him that Riley, this person 
he’d thought was more mature after everything she’d been through, could 
conjure such a soft, apologetic voice. She measured in shorter than 
Anthony, and since he was about five foot eight, she would have to come in 
at about five foot six. But beyond all the hidden loneliness, a personality as 
lighthearted as hers made him wonder if they were even the same age. 
Though she swore repeatedly that they graduated together. Being that it was 
two years ago, that would mean she was sixteen as well. Both of them old 
enough to join the Wall Security Soldiers. 

It bothered him how he still never recalled seeing her in school. 
Then again, if someone didn’t engage him first, he never recognized their 
existence. He always felt it was harsh for him to do that, but if people didn’t 
have a desire to connect with him, why should he attempt to spark the 
flame? That’s why he found it surprising when Riley followed him out of 
the city. When he asked her reason for leaving with him, her response of, “I 
want to join you,” caught him a little off guard. Especially since this quest 
is to figure out what he wanted to be for the rest of his life, or so that’s what 
he told her. 

“Ant!! Please stop being mad at meece!!” She said, whining out 
much louder this time. 

“I’m not mad at you.” He responded more calmly than she probably 
expected. 

“Then why have you been silent this whole time?” 

“Because I wanted to see how far you’d go to grab my attention. I’m 
just glad you didn’t stab me in the eye again.” 

As this comment escaped his mouth, Riley puffed out her cheeks 
and flipped her short black bangs out of her face. A tongue emerged 


between two swelled skin balls with a, “Mmm!” in his direction. Anthony 
smirked cockily and turned towards her. Bending forward, he closed his 
eyes and copied her actions, his tongue now pointing back at her. 

Suddenly, a dry sensation struck his extended mouth muscle. He 
spread his eyelids and pulled away, noticing a string of saliva with the 
likeness of a spider’s web connecting from his tongue to Riley’s fingertip. 
With a wink, she removed her finger and wiped his drool on her shorts. 

“That’s what you get for giving me the silent treatment.” Her tone 
matched that of a con artist that just accomplished the perfect crime. 

Anthony, unable to process the situation, halted. His mouth grew dry 
from the warm air, and his cheeks felt as hot as the sun. 

“How much further do we have to go?” Riley said, slumping her 
shoulders. She complained as if the mood from the previous disagreement 
hadn’t subsided yet. 

Anthony’s shock finally abated as he turned to see Riley strolling on 
without him. 

Now that she mentioned it, he figured they were only about ten 
miles away from the village now. Even though the progress was little, his 
legs were still aching relentlessly, but he maintained his posture for Riley’s 
sake. If he looked strong enough, maybe it would keep her motivated. He 
always felt that exhaustion was a mental battle more than a physical one. 

Plus, this is the first day either of them had spent any amount of 
time together, so it wasn’t like she knew how much laziness he was capable 
of accomplishing. But now that he’s thinking about it, why was she joining 
him on this journey? He didn’t think anyone else brought people they knew 
nothing about into the Abandoned Plains with them, which only made him 
question his sanity. For all he knew, she could have easily been a picker or 
assassin, getting people from the city to go outside the border to attack. But 
he remembered the multiple tests and checks someone had to go through to 
even enter the city. That process also applied to individuals that lived within 
the walls their entire lives before having left. 

His thoughts trailed off as his paranoia soured to untamed levels. 
There’s a good reason to be cautious around an uninvited guest, but finding 
their motives is another story. 

“Ant! Look! It’s a family of schreiks!” Riley said from a few steps 
behind him. He figured he must have passed her during his internal tangent, 


maybe even subconsciously keeping a distance. 

“Schreiks?” He looked back in the direction where she pointed. Sure 
enough, there sits a small pack of about four or five, black, knee-high 
lizard-like creatures standing on two legs. Their heads were hanging in the 
air just above the patch of tall grass where he presumed they’d found their 
dinner or manufactured a home. Anthony found it was safe to assume they 
were the herbivorous type since they weren’t attacking each other. 

“Aren’t they amazing?! Can we try to catch one and keep it? I’ve 
always wanted a pet!” Riley insisted on whispering, as if to prevent scaring 
them off, but it was still loud enough for Anthony to hear. Even though the 
textbooks provided him with prior knowledge of the creatures, it was only 
fundamental facts. And from those, he knew there was no way to control 
one, let alone properly take care of it. 

Anthony turned his back with a cold-hearted, “no,” and continued to 
walk. He could hear her arms shuffle around in what sounded like an 
aggravated response. However, only after a few steps, the once ecstatic 
turned disappointed girl was now silent. It was as if the world had stopped 
on a dime, or maybe the calm before a storm. 

There was a sense of tension lingering in the air, but what caused it? 
Anthony turned back to look for Riley, and as he’d predicted, she was 
nowhere to be found. Turning to the direction of the schreiks, he noticed in 
a passing glance the back of a green cape crawling through the grass. It was 
like watching a tiny insect approach a leaf on a branch. 

“Riley!” 

The schreiks poked their heads up from the greenery and panned 
their vision towards Anthony. Within the millisecond after, they transitioned 
to a crawling position and disappeared into the uneaten grass. Riley popped 
up from the blades and plopped onto her knees. 

“Ant! How could you?!” 

“I told you—” Anthony’s stomach interrupted his rebuttal with a 
loud rumble. He knew he’d packed food, but it was designated for 
emergencies. “Wait... I take back what I said. Catch one!” 
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After many failed attempts, Anthony developed two new statuses. One was 
the pain of the emptiness in his stomach. While the other was the radiation 
of Riley’s anger after his attempt to catch one of the scaly creatures and use 
it as a food resource. Depleting was the number of remaining canned goods 
in his pack. Living off the land was going to become necessary. 

However, his despair was soon overwritten with elation as a wooden 
stake sign came into view. 

“Look! That sign says nemith!” 

“I can read, Ant. Did you not hear me ask what a nemith was a 
moment ago?” 

He forgot that not everyone studied the textbooks about the outside 
world. Approximately ninety percent of city populations avoided traveling 
outside the barrier. Riley seemed to be no exception. 

“A nemith is someone who buys and sells equipment from travelers. 
Stuff like armor, trinkets, and other miscellaneous items. But what we’re 
most interested in is weapons.” 

Riley looked on with astonishment in her eyes, but her amazement 
seemed accompanied by some confusion. After witnessing the look of rusty 
gears turning in her head, Anthony continued with his explanation. 

“Some nemiths can even craft equipment from their customer’s 
drafts if they have the know-how. They actually got their names from 
people ’needing smiths’ sometime ago. Slang took it from there.” 

Sadly, that’s where his knowledge ended on the subject. The 
textbooks state nothing of prices or what types of people they typically are. 
Obviously, that’s because it differs from nemith to nemith, just as it would 
each person in everyday socials. No matter how he pondered the oncoming 
situation, Anthony drew blanks on how to handle it. 

He never bartered for anything in his life, and it’Il be the first time 
he’d have to interact with someone who thrives off the land. The books 
mentioned that the nemiths received goods from traveling barters, but 
dealing with door salesmen on the daily felt like a quick way to become a 


hard-ass. However, if they planned on catching fast food, they’d need a 
ranged weapon to even have a chance. Along with a dagger, Joe lent 
Anthony 1000 altris, the common currency of the cities. But Joe didn’t 
seem particularly knowledgeable on how helpful either of these parting 
gifts would be for Anthony beyond the gate. 

Anthony caught a glimpse of a small structure protruding from the 
ground on the side of the path. It was a lucky find since they’d changed 
nothing involving direction, staying on the same broken concrete road up to 
this point. 

After approaching the tiny wooden shack, they looked inside. It was 
only an empty boxed room with a metal hatch in the ground a few inches 
smaller than the shack itself. The sign nailed to the wall said, “always open” 
and had an arrow pointed down at the hatch. 

“Do you think it’s safe?” Riley said while seeming a little fidgety. 

“Should be. It’s supposed to be like a store.” 

“So you'll be fine on your own? Cause, if you’re gonna enter that 
scary-looking hatch, I’ll follow in after I use the ladies’ room,” Riley said, 
moving squeamishly behind him. 

“PI just wait for... Hold on, where do you see a ladies’ room?” He 
took a step back outside and turned to Riley, noticing her cheeks turning a 
slight shade of red. 

“B...behind...” she stuttered for a moment, pointing to a tree just 
down the side of a divot. 

“Oh... I see the dilemma now. Pll just turn around then.” 

“Noooo! That won’t dooo.” she said with a persistent whine. 

“Why not?” 

“It’s so quiet out here...” 

She s afraid IIl hear her. 

“Fine, Pll head in. Just be careful out here alone.” He was aware of 
the many fates that awaited people in the plains, but didn’t sense any 
immediate threats. Plus, she was being annoying about the whole thing. 

With a “can do,” she smiled and turned away, skipping to the 
previously mentioned tree. 

The metal hatch creaked as Anthony lifted the handle and swung it 
open revealing a set of descending stairs. Multiple candlesticks and electric 


lanterns highlighted each step. He sauntered down the flight, dipping his 
head cautiously as to avoid the low ceiling. 
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Once he reached the last step, there was enough room to lift his head back 
up, but only about a half foot or so remained between his hairs and the 
wood beams lining the roof. A man’s scruffy face peeked at the boy from a 
small glass window built into a wall across the room. Only the man’s head 
was visible, the rest of him remained hidden behind the metal plating that 
surrounded the looking glass. Whoever built the wall proved a master at 
their craft, the welds holding it together practically seamless. 

“My name is Theodore,” the man said. Whether it was from old age 
or smoking, he seemed to struggle with introductions. “And welcome to my 
shop.” 

The man seemed to be very polite, but Anthony knew to keep his 
cool, though it was difficult with the sweat beading down his forehead. If 
Theodore were to figure out the boy had never been outside the walls of a 
city before, his prices would more than likely skyrocket. 

The nemith just seems like any other guy, but I can t just let my 
guard down. 

However, as this thought crossed his mind, the man lifted a gun to 
the glass screen and pointed the barrel in Anthony’s direction. 

Anthony felt his heart drop to his stomach as he froze in place. He 
had no choice but to keep still as he glared down the barrel of the man’s 
handgun. But just as quickly as he produced it, Theodore pulled his gun 
back and adjusted the firearm under his head. Anthony was speechless as he 
watched the man scratch his stubble chin with the muzzle. 

“You can’t look so scared at the end of a trigger kid. Your ‘cover’ 
will be blown right out the window. But I already had you pegged. You 
turned greener each step you took down those stairs.” 

Anthony remained speechless to this comment. 

Greener? Like a newbie? Was he testing me? Of course he was, and 
I failed miserably. 

With this revelation, Anthony felt disgusted with himself as he took 
a few steps closer to the glass. As he did, he analyzed the room, noticing a 


hard to see crevice around a door-like shape embedded in the metal wall. 
He assumed that’s how Theodore managed making it in and out of the room 
if need be. 

But what would be so wrong with someone noticing that? It wasn t 
like someone could kick a metal door in. Then again, just cause I don t have 
a personal desire to try, doesnt mean that others don t. 

After surveying his surroundings, Anthony approached the glass 
window, the bottom of which only met the tip of his nose. 

“Look, son.” A squeak echoed from behind the metal as Theodore 
adjusted himself in whatever chair he was in. “There’s no need to be 
nervous. Just by looking at your clothes, I can tell you haven’t been on the 
road long. Good on you for keeping your guard, but this is probably the 
safest place you could be. No one down here except myself and all I want is 
your money.” He paused for a moment as he set his gun down, clanking it 
against a metal counter. 

The gesture was friendly, but there was no way Anthony was going 
to allow himself to show any more of the cards he held. On the other hand, 
Anthony was already beat. The nemith had figured him out. But he resolved 
to neither confirming nor denying what the man was saying. Instead, 
choosing to let him believe what he wanted. 

Anthony used to play poker with his old neighbors when he was 
younger. As one of the old men would put it, “you have no poker face 
kiddo.” It was getting painful trying to keep up this attempt at a facade. 
Temptation told him to come out and say what he could, but just because he 
didn’t have a poker face, didn’t mean he couldn’t win the round. If he was 
going to speak, he had to make it a game of give and take. 

“Theodore, was it? I’ve just come from the city of Ferris, and I need 
some equipment to catch food and maybe some directions to the closest 
inhabited towns.” 

“Ferris is a crowded city, but I’ve heard that it has its views. Never 
tested for my ticket though. Markets are too flooded with non-experienced 
folk.” 

Theodore spoke as he pulled a black mug to his lips, and after a 
quick sip, he set it back down and motioned Anthony to look downward 
with a point of his finger. 


“You probably can’t see it, but there’s a compartment on this 
counter. Ill tell you what’s in my arsenal. Whatever you’re interested in, 
PI let you test it out.” A chute opened up and grazed Anthony’s waist, 
nearly knocking him in a forbidden place. 

He paused for a moment before continuing, “you seem like a good 
kid, but Pll warn you just in case. There are explosives embedded within all 
of this equipment. If you try to walk up the stairs without paying, you won’t 
be doing much walking anymore after that, or talking, or crawling...” 

Anthony already purged his mind of stealing anything, but he let 
Theodore finish his examples of things the boy wouldn’t be doing anymore. 

“... I mean, even the bombs have bombs. So now that that’s all 
settled. What’ ll it be? I have swords, guns, armor, wearable tech, and 
relics.” 

“You don’t sell explosives?” Anthony said, feeling like that’d be the 
one thing in abundance. 

“Of course not. I need those for security.” 

Makes sense. 

Per Anthony’s request, and after a few moments of Theodore 
shuffling around in the back, the drop box closed and opened again. A large 
bolt-action rifle sat on the foam material covering every inch of the interior 
of the box. He could hear a chuckle from the once again sitting blacksmith. 

“What’s so funny?” 

“Nothing, kid. Your face looks like it’s your birthday.” He was right. 
Anthony felt the grin growing on his face as he reached down for the rifle. 
He wasn’t too much of a gun junkie, but holding this masterpiece of 
engineering was making his legs quiver. She’s heavy, but Anthony 
appreciated every little thing from stock to barrel. He took a glance through 
the scope, but being in a small bunker, the crosshair didn’t lead too much. 

“How much for her?” He said, pulling her black body away from his 
cheek. 

“Exact amount? 14,950 altris.” 

“Four... 14,000?! That’s enough to make me cry.” With a 
disheartened breath, he set her back into the foam covered box. Joseph and 
Kari were well off, but Anthony had never held, let alone seen that amount 
of scratch before. 


“Sorry to crush your dreams, kid. I should have asked for your price 
range first.” Theodore reached for something behind the wall and the box 
closed on Anthony’s end. 

Maybe one day. 

“So, how do your savings look?” Theodore said, as if he hadn’t just 
destroyed the poor boy’s heart. 

“1000.” Anthony dropped his head in disappointment. It seemed 
he’d never hold that rifle again with so little to his name. But again, Joe 
couldn’t have predicted that Anthony would use much money outside the 
walls. Hell, he’d be shocked to find out that Ant was trying to spend it all at 
once. 

“Wow, barely able to afford a safe place to sleep tonight let alone a 
weapon.” Theodore paused for a moment, scratching his short black hair 
covered head. “Well, I have a few options in mind. However, you won’t be 
able to afford any ammo with what I’m recommending for your situation. 
That is, unless you wanted to switch your interests to melee.” 

Anthony pulled his dagger from its sheath. He guessed Theodore 
didn’t see it attached to his waist. Its small size helped to keep it hidden. 

“I already have that part covered, but thanks anyway. I was just 
hoping to have the option of a ranged weapon for wild food.” Just as he 
finished his sentence, Anthony caught himself. 

Did I just show him my weapon? Did I just lighten up to the mood? 
Did I just thank him? 

The boy had showed this hand after all. 

Once again, Theodore got up and walked behind the metal wall, 
shuffling some things around in the back. Anthony heard clinking followed 
by some loud clangs as if Theodore were striking something with a 
hammer. As the gentleman came back into view, he continued tinkering. 
Sounded to Anthony like a cleaning brush on metal. The box popped open 
on Anthony’s side, but nothing resided within. 

“Put 800, and your map in the box, and I’Il give you what you 
want.” Theodore paused for a moment as he looked at the watch on his 
wrist. “You'll have to camp out tonight, but you’ll at least be able to afford 
a meal or two once you make it to the village. P11 be marking it on your 
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map. 


Anthony pulled out the bills and hovered them above the box, but 
stopped. “Wait... you’re not just gonna take it and close—” 

“Just put the damn money in the damn box! Shit! Never heard of 
generosity or gratitude?” 

Anthony hushed and continued as Theodore instructed. Though the 
boy listened, he felt a glare of frustration growing on his face, caused not by 
Theodore, but his own spinelessness. 

After the box retracted and opened once again, Anthony found his 
map and a small pistol laying against the foam. For it being a few pieces of 
screwed metal, it surprised him how light it was. On closer inspection, he 
found the clip on the bottom of the handle and the magazine release on the 
side to free it from the shaft. With a click, the butt plate fell against his 
palm. 

Empty... 

As the man said, the boy couldn’t afford the ammo or even a holster. 
Anthony had no choice but to tuck it under the sheath of his knife in the 
waistline of his pants. He shivered as the barrel pressed against his 
backside. Even though it wasn’t directly touching his skin, the metal was 
quite cold. Snatching up the map that remained in the box, he folded it back 
into his pants pocket. 

“Thank you for everything, Theodore,” Anthony said with sincerity. 

“Don’t mention it,” he said before pausing for a moment. “Make 
sure you come back. I’m sure she’ll be happy to see you again.” 

Anthony chuckled and nodded as he turned and ascended the stairs. 
However, with each step up, his feet dragged. 

I really have to stop misjudging people... 
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Anthony reached the top of the stairs, shut the metal hatch, and flung the 
door open, taking a step back outside. The sun hovered directly overhead. 

“Ant! Ant! Look at what I found!” 

Anthony glanced over at Riley and saw a small Schreik standing 
beside her. It suddenly got down on all fours and sprung onto Anthony’s 
shin. 

“Ah!” Anthony tripped over his own feet and fell to the ground with 
a shout. Before hitting the ground, the small creature leaped off and scurried 
back into the tall grass. Anthony sat back up with a groan of discomfort, the 
handgun he’d just purchased painfully imprinting his back. But the pain in 
his stomach reminded him why he’d bought it in the first place. He jumped 
up and jerked the map out of his back pocket, flinging it open. Checking the 
marks Theodore made, he deduced a foreboding outcome. 

Twenty-six miles... 

“Quick, Riley! Catch it!” 

After only a few minutes of giving chase, it was obvious they were 
wasting more calories than they’d gain from eating such a small creature. 
All they could do was continue on, making their way ever closer to the red 
circle on their map. They only hoped to make it there before expending any 
more reserves. 

After a long day of nothing but sunset sightseeing, they realized 
there was no helping it. They’d have to set up a camp. 

After preparing sticks of varying thickness, Anthony sat next to his 
shoddy campfire with an open can of peaches in hand. Heat warmed his 
legs, and as they ached, the only hope he had was to never stand again. 
They only had about three or four miles to go before they reached the small 
town of Torna, but needed to stop before they got there. Not only was it too 
dark to see, but he was sure the townspeople wouldn’t want a couple of 
suspicious lurkers sleeping against their front gate. 

After finishing half the can, Anthony sat it next to Riley and 
continued to listen to the crackling flames. 


“Why did you follow me?” 

Riley’s sharp glance struck the side of his head as the question 
lingered in the smoky air. 

“I already told you that, Ant. But if I’m being honest, I guess that’s 
not the only answer. Every time I see you, there’s this look on your face like 
your lonely. On the night we left, it was the most intense I’d ever seen it, 
like you knew something was happening that’d lead you to be lonely for a 
very long time.” 

Anthony’s concentration to the flames broke. He watched as Riley’s 
head tilted back as she grew fixated on the night sky. She threw her arms 
back and propped herself in a relieved manner, as if telling him was 
previously bother her. He could hear her intake a large breath over the 
sound of the crumbling logs. However, one thing that still bothered him was 
that he’d forgotten this girl existed before today, yet she talked to him as if 
they were best friends for years. 

“Why did you leave?” She exhaled another large breath, her tone 
switching emotions from relief to interrogative. “It’s not like you’ve shared 
any real details about yourself up to this point.” 

If you weren t so eager to step outside the gate, you would ’ve heard 
what Joseph told me, and you wouldnt even have to ask. But since you 
don t know, what’s the point in telling? 

He felt he had no choice but to snap back without hesitation to 
maintain any guise he’d forged till now. “To figure out what I want—” 

“Stop,” she broke off his response like a weak branch from a tree. “I 
don’t want the same excuse you give everyone else.” 

Anthony was worried about being honest. And now, he didn’t know 
if the anxious feeling flowing through him was because of her or his 
actions. Everything seemed like jokes and giggles until night fell on them. 
He figured nerves were the cause, but the tension in the air exhausted his 
mind. As he thought more about the situation he was in, he could feel his 
persona weaken. 

If she already figured me out, there 5 no point in keeping up this 
front. But should I keep it up anyway, for Riley's sake? 

Anthony could no longer control his reasoning after that question 
broke out from his subconscious, freezing any other thoughts, except one. 


Another question trailed the previous, skipping past it, and made its way to 
the top of the long list of notions floating through his head. 

Was this for Riley's sake? It wasn t, was it? 

Speculation led him to believe that he’d built up this front to keep 
himself stable long enough until he got away from those he didn’t trust. 
Riley being with him broke that cycle, skewing it long enough to the point 
of the primary task getting thrown to the back of his mind. He hadn’t 
consciously known this girl for long, but something inside of him kept 
pushing to trust in her. Even to the point of spilling every drop of hope into 
her. 

Anthony had to make this decision now. Even though it felt like 
hours since Riley asked his reason for leaving the city, it had only been 
mere moments. But soon those moments will run out and his time to make 
this decision will pass. Possibly forever. 

Anthony swallowed every ounce of pride remaining. Confiding in 
this girl would give her an inch past his heart’s borders, and that was okay. 
He took a slow, steady breath. The thick warm air smelled like pine sap 
while ash burned his throat. 

“T’m looking for my parents,” he said as sternly as he could, but his 
words trembled. He broke his focus on the blaze, turning to face Riley. She 
looked back at him with an indecipherable face. It was a blank expression, 
but she seemed to yearn for more detail. 

“The family I left back in the city, they’re my caregivers. Not blood 
related,” he said tucking his chin into his knees as he faced the inferno. 
“The people who raised me explained that I was born deathly ill from a rare 
virus, and the only proper treatment included being monitored in the city. 
For whatever reason, my parents and sister couldn’t stay long.” 

Anthony picked up a stick and poked it into the fire a few times. 
“They left me under the care of some old colleagues they knew from some 
time before. The worst part is that my caregivers never told me directly. I 
heard the same story over and over, time and again, when they thought I 
was off to bed or wasn’t home. They would talk about their sons Bradly and 
Donny wanting to follow them for years after my relatives didn’t return. 
They always wondered when they were coming back or the details about 
their departure. The first confirmation to my face about the whole thing was 
from Joseph right as we were leaving.” 


Anthony buried his face further. “I intended to leave while keeping 
everyone in the dark as they did to me all those years, but then whatever 
happened is when Joe kicked us out. The only clue I have is something they 
called the Marrow, which I guess is a date of some kind and it takes place 
off to the west somewhere. That’s where their sons planned on heading, 
anyway.” 

After Anthony finished, he looked over to check if the length of his 
story had left Riley unconscious. However, she was no longer sitting next to 
the fire. He turned to look around, but his action was halted as two white 
limbs reached under his armpits and met in front of his abdomen. 

“See? Being honest with yourself isn’t so bad now, is it?” Anthony 
couldn’t respond. The shock of Riley’s actions had rendered him 
speechless. He could see the tip of her nose and black hair in his peripheral 
vision as her chin rested on his shoulder. From the direction of her nose, it 
seemed she was staring at the fire alongside him. As he fixated back on the 
flame, he could see the memories of loneliness he experienced without his 
biological family by his side burning away within. 

Is Riley seeing this as well? 

Just as that thought pattered through his mind, the arms retracted 
behind him. He turned to meet the owner of the limbs, but she was quick. 
Riley had already sat back beside the pack he laid on the ground. His eyes 
followed her hands as she untied the string around her neck. The girl took 
her green hooded cape, and with a wave she covered herself like it were a 
bed sheet. Gracefully, she placed her head on his bag using it as a 
provisional pillow. 

“We can switch in four hours, okay?” She said, yawning in a sweet 
sounding voice. 

“Okay,” Anthony said, watching her as she turned away from the 
fire. He was glad she did, as now she couldn’t see the tears streaming down 
to his smiling lips. 


08 


Anthony felt a tingling sensation, equivalent to tiny soft bristles gently 
brushing against the palm of his hand. It seemed as though the day was 
bright as he opened his eyes. It blinded him. But as his groggy vision 
cleared, he saw what really caused his visual impairment. 

The area around him was drab. He tried to convince himself it was 
fog, but as he sat up and continued to analyze, it became more accurate to 
say that something had drained the color from the world. The trees, the sky, 
the grass, it wasn’t the darkness of night. On the contrary, they were one 
hundred percent visible, just gray. 

It all looked very calming to him. His legs, arms, chest, neck, it all 
felt relaxed. It reminded him of the calmness sitting by the warm fire 
invoked, but there was no warmth or cool air against his cheeks. It 
resembled a common theme, one that was neither hot nor cold, heavy nor 
light. All of it was a kind of neutral. He didn’t know whether to be 
concerned or calmly confused, but a familiar sensation yanked him from his 
contemplation. It was that same gentle bristle type feeling, though now it 
was against the back of his knuckles. 

He glanced at his hand to find a tiny critter no bigger than two 
lumps of charcoal. Soft looking white fur with black tips covered its entire 
body, resembling that of a rolled-up fuzzy sock. The brushing he felt was 
the creature’s minuscule tongue running across the boy’s skin. But as he 
picked up the living thing in his palms, it didn’t look like it had a face, at 
least not one that he could see. 

As Anthony surveyed the fluff, he felt an overwhelming urge to 
move in a particular direction, as if he were being dragged by his soul. He 
looked down at the animal, but it was no longer licking him. No, it was 
waiting for him. As he stared at the creature, he could feel it, he could hear 
it, like the soul in his palms was a driver, and were asking the boy if he was 
making to get in the vehicle. 

He wanted to follow; he needed to follow. The feeling of pursuing 
the direction being laid out in front of him by this being was so strict, his 


mind convinced him he’d die if he didn’t accompany. Then the situation 
snapped him back into a logical frame of thinking. If he was going to move 
for whatever reason, he couldn’t just leave Riley there. 

He twisted to see the status of the young woman who was keeping 
watch over the both of them, but there was no one there. He scanned the 
ground, but there was nothing there. No pack, no girl with a green cape, no 
fire, nothing. The creature that existed atop his palm, the being with no 
discernible face, grew tired of the boy’s slothfulness. 

Anthony felt his shirt tighten against his body just before an 
invisible force dragged him down and across the grass. The small puffball 
jumped from Anthony’s hands and landed on the boy’s exposed tummy, 
unphased by what was happening. He tried to grab whatever was pulling 
him, but waving through the air above his pinched shirt made him realize he 
was just along for the ride. 

His butt ran over the roots of trees, the surfaces of rocks, and even 
the carcasses of deceased creatures. That last one made him think about the 
sensation of throwing up, but no symptoms of regurgitation stirred in his 
stomach. As a matter of fact, he felt no pain or discomfort after bumping 
over those few things. 

Seconds turned to minutes, minutes to hours, but eventually, the 
force dragging him along ceased abruptly, his body now laying flat against 
the ground. The boy sat up while the faceless creature leapt down to the 
ground beside him, crawling into the naturally formed hole between his 
thumb and index. Anthony turned over and stood up, being careful as he 
lifted the fur ball with him. He looked over the rolling hills, but there wasn’t 
a single sign of structures, naturally formed or otherwise. He continually 
scrolled his vision across the horizon, looking for any sign of anything. 
Only when he concluded that there wasn’t a single visible thing on the 
horizon, is when he saw it, a tiny black pill appeared in the sky. 

However, this pod shape creation was rapidly growing in size as it 
approached him, falling from the sky above. But as he tried to step back, his 
body didn’t move, not backward, forward, or even side to side. He could do 
nothing, move nothing. The only things he were capable of was being a 
stool for the creature in his hands and watching. And he would continue to 
watch as the metallic capsule in the sky grew bigger and bigger until it burst 


into a ball of light. He listened, but there was no sound. He could only see 
the ball of light form and grow larger than its original canister size. 

But as the ball of light gently floated down to the ground, it 
dissipated. Once again, he could feel, but he immediately wished he 
couldn’t. A pain shot across his chest as if he were laying down and a set of 
weights were placed against his rib cage. His lungs let out all the air they 
contained, but he couldn’t refill them. His body refused to give him the 
strength to do so. Though his lungs constricted, his body was free from 
whatever shackles previously held him. But the the pain was so severe, he 
couldn’t do much but catch himself as he fell to his knees. Only then did he 
notice the puffball standing in front of him. 

What 5 going on? 

He looked up at the ball of fluff as it sat there watching him 
experience this misery. It truly felt like death. He looked down at the backs 
of his hands that tried restlessly to hold him up, but was shocked to find 
hair growing rapidly from each pore. Intense pain manifested from each 
piece of his skeletal structure as his bones broke, then reformed, then broke 
again multiple times in rapid succession. His eyes grew inside of his skull 
as that too broke into bits and reformed as many times as it took to settle on 
its new shape. He looked at the creature for what felt like the last time as 
himself, as it continued to stand there motionless before it opened its 
previously hidden mouth, muttering one word. 

“Seld.” 

A cold drop of water hit the tip of Anthony’s nose. He opened his 
eyes to a lighter sky than the night, but still darker than the day before. As 
he got up, the drop ran down the outside of his nostril, causing a slight 
tickle. The wood was now ash, but the embers continued to shift and 
crackle. Another two chilling drops landed against his arm, running trails 
down into the blades of grass. 

As he wiped them away, he observed his surroundings, his head 
throbbing. He noticed his pack was still on the ground where Riley had left 
it the night before, after she’d taken over watch. But after he completed his 
update of the surroundings, she was nowhere to be found. He felt like this 
all had happened before, but slightly different. 

“Riley?” He called out through the surrounding trees. 

Where could she be? 


The rain turned from droplets every few seconds to globs pouring 
through the thousands. Several loud cracks and thunderous roars sounded 
off in the distance. A ravenous storm was the last thing Riley needed to be 
caught in while out and about. He yelled her name, but the volume of his 
shout was nothing compared to the orchestra of nature. He rewound the 
predicament in his head several times. 

Okay, she could be using a tree to relieve herself or maybe even 
washing up somewhere. 

He realized that analyzing the situation would solve nothing. He 
needed to take action. Over and over, he shouted, but no response. Then 
again, he could barely hear his own voice. He turned and picked up his pack 
and swung the strap over his shoulder, but as he turned back, he noticed 
something in the opening of the woods. 

A faint shadow? No. Was it a green cape? 

“Riley!” Anthony stumbled across the muddy ground leading into 
the woods. But as he entered further, the mud became thicker, but he 
continued to trench through. It became harder for him to see with every 
pellet of rain that pelted him in the eyes, but he could still faintly make out 
the figure as they receded. 

Is she running away from me? 

Suddenly, a slip of his foot led Anthony’s hands and knees to meet 
with the ground. Anthony struggled to stand once again, but ultimately 
ended in defeat as he slumped against a tree. The storm continued 
relentlessly, rainwater running down his face. But even with nature’s 
endless attack, he could still sense the difference in streams of the cold 
downpour and his consistent tears. 
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A bolt of lightning shot through the dense trees, sending a woman to the 
ground. Sudden blindness brought her movements to a halt and a roaring 
crack deafened her. Mud enveloped her fingers, drenching the linen wraps 
around her palms and wrists. Her backpack grew weighty as the rain pelted 
her, her legs heavy as the water soaked her jeans and spread up her thighs, 
the elastic of her worn-out underwear dampened. Thankfully, it wasn’t long 
before her senses recovered. 

And as they did, her eyes met with a disheartening sight. A few feet 
ahead, a willow tree lay engulfed in flames. Splitters of timber laid about 
the mushy surface, the fresh wood chips shimmering in the flickering light. 
Branches from the tree’s top had scraped and gashed missing bark from its 
still standing brothers and sisters. Glancing down at the sporadic sharp 
points leading from both ends of the severed trunk, she assumed the bolt 
had struck it, but neither heard nor saw the event occur. 

Sorry, but I’m glad it wasn t me. 

The woman struggled to her feet and continued her trek through the 
woods. Grabbing onto the plastic clips hanging from the armbands of her 
pack, she connected the securing prongs under her breasts. With a few tugs, 
she tightened all three straps, preventing the bag from swaying as she 
sprinted. The equipment and scavenged goods it held were heavy enough to 
cause severe bruising if it were to slam against her back. Passing various 
breeds of trees, their numbers dwindled, continuing this pattern until she 
found relief at seeing an opening. 

Breaking out of the lightning attracting forest led to her destination, 
but a glimpse of a boy leaning against a nearby tree deterred her from this 
mission. Her sudden stop would have warranted a slip and fall if not for her 
impeccable balance. Her inspection was a short-lived action, as she turned 
and took off towards the boy’s resting place. She was within touching 
distance of him, but the rain drowned out her attention offering, “hey”, for 
he remained motionless. As she pulled down her crimson hood, two snow- 


white, fur-covered fox ears popped up from the top of her head, followed by 
a long white ponytail protruding from above her neck. 

She latched onto the boy’s face, twisting it in each direction she 
could, seeking bruises leading up his neck or any that his hair follicles may 
have hidden beneath them. Fingers lightly grazed down his shirt, the 
phalanges wrapping around the bottom of his top, lifting it, exposing his 
chest. Her free hand gently stroked the sides of his ribs, seeking any 
reaction to internal injury. Letting his top fall, she inspected his wrists, and 
checking for any damage to either of his arms. Touching turned to a grip as 
she grasped a single wrist, giving it a tug, but when she tried to pull him to 
his feet, his body resisted. 

“We have to...” her words ran off as she saw the boy’s face. It was as 
if the rain, thunder, and the wind ceased in their terrorizing motions. He 
stared at her with a blank gaze, like a pet abandoned by its owner. She 
pushed the brown hair from his face and placed her hands gently on his 
cheeks. She rubbed her thumbs under his eyes, attempting to dry his face, if 
only for a moment. 

At least now the rain was the only salty liquid running down from 
his eyes. Though the wraps covering her hands were wet and muddy, she 
knew her warmth was radiating from her palms to his cheeks. His lips were 
quivering as if attempting to speak, mustering whatever he could to 
announce a single word, but not even a sound left his shivering lips. This 
person was a complete stranger, but after letting go of his face, she persisted 
in helping him. But it was of no use. His body was an unrelenting weight 
bound to the tree’s surface. 

If he was using this hardwood as a resting place, it was going to be 
his final one if she didn’t get him up. She looked him over once more, but 
met his intense gaze. It seemed frightful thoughts enveloped him. 

Does he think I’m going to rob him? Why is he out here alone, 
anyway? 

To reassure him, she unclipped the pack she was carrying and slid 
his arm through a strap. 

“Don’t let go of this, okay?” She smiled gently, kneeling down and 
gripping his wrists once more. Stern tugs not only rattled his body, but her 
mind as she wondered why it was so hard to move him. But as she began 


the next tug, he suddenly fell limp. Falling forward with the boy against her 
back, all the effort felt finally rewarded, but ephemeral. 

Growls began resonating from the ground behind them, the tree 
roots uprooting themselves like the tentacles of a sea creature. Lyca turned, 
fear amplifying the flow of adrenaline that had already been coursing 
through her body. Discomfort found its way inside her heart, the racing 
thumps tripping over themselves time and again. She found no strength 
inside her to move as she watched a fleshy clot flowing from the punctured 
gap in the tree’s bark. One of its many shifting roots coiled back, sending 
Lyca into a frenzy as she tossed Anthony away from the area. 

Rapidly stripping the packs off his shoulders, she cupped her hands 
under the pits of his arms and threw him as far as she could, jumping with 
his limp body. The leg of the monster snapped against their imprint they’d 
left in the mud. Gruesome gnarls grew along the tree’s surface as the being 
known as a Wond Ritter, detached from the ground it previously sat fused 
with. A snarl conjured from the fleshy mess growing in volume in front of 
her. Sacks formed between the gnarls, glowing in purple before bursting 
into vents of exhausting haze of the same color. 

Observing these motions carefully, she lifted the boy once more, 
carrying him out to a small open field to a distance she felt was safe. 
Rushing back in the Rit’s direction, she evaded its position, dodging another 
one of its lashing limbs in the process. Ducking back into the woods, her 
bag was now within her reach. She latched onto it, unzipping several 
zippers before rummaging through its contents. Green liquid swished 
around in a half empty plastic bottle as she set it on the ground, pulling a 
gray stone and sharpened blade with no hilt from the satchel. 

She watched as the Rit continued towards the boy’s position near the 
far side of the woods. Giving chase, she uncapped the brittle container, 
splashing it on one of the spewing sacks as she distanced herself once more. 
Multiple branches coiled away from her, then lunged out, one of the three 
striking her hip. She stumbled, her face now swimming in the pools of 
water scattered across the field. Its tentacles retracted, folding and wrapping 
around her legs and the arm that held the smooth surfaced rock. 

Swaying, struggling, and biting had no effect on the roots of the 
tree’s shell, only leaving her with the taste of dirt in her mouth. As she rose 
into the air, she flung her arm over, striking the rock as she passed the 


tainted area of its body. Ringing in the ears burdened her once more, as the 
Wond Ritter combusted beside her, flames shooting out of each sack that’d 
previously relieved themselves. A high-pitched screech flowed from the 
fleshy substance now, the flesh reeling back inside its burning body. The 
coils let loose of Lyca’s limbs, her back now shooting pains. An indicator 
that she’d reacquired freedom. 

The entire tree collapsed on its side just as the one she’d seen earlier 
had, without the shrapnel of mother nature surrounding it, of course. Black 
goo exited the fallen timber’s body once more, struggling to swim across 
the grass. However, this time, it detached itself from the root of its body, a 
ripping noise barely audible from the meat. After struggling for a few 
seconds, squirming in the rainfall, its movements desisted. The wolf-ears 
attached to the girl’s head finally laid limp against the ground, as she let out 
a Sigh after finishing off the atrocity. 
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Anthony felt his back pressing against a large soft mat. A warm cloth 
covered his body. His vision faded once more as a thought crossed his 
mind. 

This ceiling is unfamiliar. 

A light brown shirt swayed above him, accompanied by white 
strands of hair. It hurt to move his eyes, but he followed the snowy hairs. A 
black birthmark on the bottom of a chin caught his attention. Sure enough, 
the mysterious girl who had attempted carrying him in the woods was 
reaching from one side of him to the other for something on what could be a 
nightstand. 

But if she s leaning over me... 

Her chest was hovering above him and his cheeks became warmer 
as her large breasts pushed against his rib cage. He tried hard not to stare, 
and as the girl pulled away, he quickly closed his eyes, pretending he was 
still asleep. A creaking wooden chair told him she’d retaken her seat next to 
his bed. 

Suddenly, he felt a cold and wet sensation against his forehead. He 
couldn’t stop his eyelids from fluttering and slowly peeked in the nameless 
girl’s direction. Just as his vision flooded with the sight of her, she closed a 
notebook and set it to the side. 

Was she writing something about me? 

As her face popped back into his vision, their eyes met and her 
pointy, white ears twitched. 

“Ah, you’re awake!” She reached down and pinched Anthony’s arm, 
turning over her own. She pushed two fingers gently against his arm as she 
glanced at the old-timey watch on her wrist, like the doctor’s in the city had 
done so many times before. Growing up with illness has its informational 
benefits. But Anthony no longer had the strength to keep his eyes open. 

“Wait, no, hold on!” His limb fell lifeless as he felt the girl let go. 
But as the wooden stool crashed onto the floor, he fell back into the world 
of unknowing. 


When Anthony awoke, the light was shining through the blanketed 
window. He sat up with a sense of familiarity and stretched as if he’d been 
at home in his own bed. 

“Hello?” He called as he looked around the room. The memories of 
the nameless woman’s kindness and hospitality left him feeling relieved, as 
it was more than likely that she wasn’t a threat. Luckily, not only could he 
feel his body, he could move without the slightest restriction. He grabbed 
onto the tattered sheet that had covered him during his recovery and flung it 
to the side of the bed. 

He swung his legs around and set foot on the creaking wooden 
boards. As he patted his clothes, he realized that not only were they not wet 
from the storm; they lacked the smell of sweat, dirt, and rainwater. At the 
door, he jiggled the knob and entered the hallway. The essence of cooking 
food lingered in the air. 

“Hello?” The familiar scent of frying peaches filled his 
nostrils as the aroma led him to a doorway down the hall. With each step, 
sizzling and the hums of a song became louder. As he turned the corner and 
walked into what looked like a living room, the cause of the sounds and 
smells became apparent. A girl with a brown tank top under a white cooking 
apron was dancing behind a counter that led into a kitchen. 

She stepped out from behind the counter. From the back of her 
jeans, a snowy tail with a black tip waved through the air to the beat. She 
danced, facing away from where Anthony was standing. However, the only 
thing on his mind was a single word. 

Magnificent. 

Though Anthony wanted the sight of her mesmerizing 
movements to last forever, it ended when she turned around and set a glass 
plate filled with food on the counter. 

“Well, good mornin’, you finally awake enough to eat 
something? Here, take my plate, P11 make another.” She smiled while 
closing her eyes. The painted red lines under her eyes were more noticeable. 
He looked down to see a dish covered with noodles and what seemed to be 
fried peaches with cinnamon on top. A weird meal for sure, but both non- 
perishables. 

“You didn’t... happen to get these from my bag, did you?” He asked 
as he nervously scratched his cheek. He remembered during the storm that 


she was eyeballing his pack, but she ended up not stealing it. The sense of 
awkwardness came over him, not knowing if he should treat her as 
suspicious or not. Puzzled, she stopped dancing to look at him, but only for 
a second, as her bright reflection returned instantly. 

“Nope. This is my personal supply. I haven’t touched your bag since 
I set it near your bed. Well, other than to hang it out to dry. Why? Not one 
to trust easily?” She turned back to focus on the pan sitting on the stove. 

That statement hit the nail on the head. He didn’t know whether to 
trust her or not. He’d already let himself down by misjudging two others. 
So far, with taking care of him and cooking for him, this girl wasn’t giving 
him a chance to put up a guard. 

“It’s just... peaches are my favorite. It’s hard to believe you would 
cook the one thing my bag’s full of.” 

She chuckled a bit at his remark. “In that case, I made a lucky 
guess.” She opened a drawer next to the stove, picking up a disposable fork 
and stabbing it into his noodles. Anthony slid the wooden stool from under 
the edge of the counter and sat on it. He looked back up at the woman, who 
was bobbing her hips back and forth to the tunes. His cheeks turned red as 
he muttered, “thanks, for—” 

“My name is Lyca, by the way,” she said with a slightly more 
menacing giggle. “You’re gonna eat someone’s food and not even ask their 
name? I retract my previous statement. You do trust easy!” 

Anthony turned red in frustration. 

Is she reading my mind?! 

Not only did she seem older than he was, but far more 
knowledgeable as well. There was the possibility that she might have some 
information that could be beneficial, but he didn’t know where to begin a 
conversation like that. Anthony picked up his fork and took one peach. 
Without hesitation, Lyca reached across the counter and grabbed his hand, 
her thumb sliding between his thumb and index finger. 

Her nail jabbed into the palm, forcing him to drop the fork back 
onto the plate. Gravity grabbed him as he slid back off his seat, but she was 
gripping him so tightly, himself and the stool he was falling off of ceased 
movement. He looked at her, at a face that wore a menacing smile and a 
twitching brow. 


“And your name...?” she asked in a drawn, irritated tone. It took a 
moment for his mind to return from the attack he had just endured. 

“Anthony...” 

“So, An, tho, ny.” Sounding out his name as if to tease him, she let 
go of his hand and sat back. “You wanna chat about the world?” She picked 
up another plate from the stove and set it on the counter across from him. 
The knot holding her apron together loosened and the smock now hung 
from the old cabinets. “Well, maybe more of my world instead of the whole 
thing.” 

Anthony smiled as he picked up the fork, slipping a peach into his 
mouth. “I’d be happy to.” 
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A pair of dark gray scaled horns edged the wood frame of the glass window, 
two red eyes peering through the pane. Two small, soft dirtied hands 
grasped the exterior of the frame, struggling to pull high enough for a good 
view into the kitchen. Muscles leading up the young girl’s arms flexed, but 
no visible change occurred to her skin. Her body shook, but she could 
barely see the tips of a certain set of pointed fluffy ears. Her worn flat 
bottom shoes slipped against the wall as she swung around her legs trying 
to find any foothold. 

“Tt’s no use,” Rose whispered to herself, letting her fingers relax 
their grip. Gravity reacquainting her with the ground. Hands patted down 
the dirtied white dress she was wearing after finding it in one of the empty 
houses. She leaned against the siding, the wooden log exterior rough against 
her skin. Eavesdropping, she could make out certain words that Lyca would 
emphasize. It was clear she was explaining a summary of what Lyca’s 
process was for taking care of the disgusting human boy. 

Tilting her head back on the house, her eyes wandered off into the 
scattered puffballs floating through the sky. Raising a finger, she recited the 
different clouds Lyca had taught her about during their lesson times. There 
were the down low and long stratus ones, and the high up wavy groups 
called cirrus. All the others were hard for her to pronounce, but she’d 
struggle anyway, sounding off a “cube-u-line-im-bus.” She felt satisfied that 
she’d remembered not only this information but a lot of the things Lyca had 
tutored her on, knowledge her mind neglected till she met the white fox. 

I wonder when we can leave. 

Rose ran her four fingers up through the bangs of her blonde hair 
and pinned them to the top of her head. Plucking a bent paper clip from the 
shoulder strap of her dress, she manipulated it into the shape of a hairpin 
and slid it in place. The horned lady pulled her hands away, bouncing on her 
feet to double-check the longevity of the pin placement. But her continuous 
hops came to a halt, the center of her brow dropping in a fit of frustration. 

“This is awful!” She pouted, stomping her foot in the soil. 


“What’s wrong now?” A bored girl uttered from a nearby table as 
Rose kicked off her shoes and holey socks. Her five-toed scaly feet now 
scuffing up some dirt, dust clouds spreading throughout the air. 

“He’s wrong, that’s what!” She threw up one of her arms in the 
window’s direction. 

“Don’t you mean he’s what’s wrong? Didn’t Lyca tell you to keep 
working on your sentence structure?” A gotcha moment clicking sound 
made by her tongue followed her statement. 

With a hard thud of her large black tail against the grassy ground, 
Rose flipped around and stormed off, making sure to stomp with every step. 
Lively as she was, the tip of her tail always dragged behind. It was quite the 
tail for such a small girl, the thickness of it hiding her legs as she walked 
from the stationary girl. One benefit was that it didn’t weigh all the much, 
so even though the obtuseness of it was a struggle, it didn’t slow her down 
much. Just as Lyca’s bushy bouncy tail did, Rose’s tail led from the bottom 
of her spine, straight out of her back from the tailbone. 

She scoffed as she continued her rampant stride. “What do you 
know, anyway?” She knew Samantha still heard her, but she could not care 
less. The sense of a cocky smirk shivered down her back, but she continued 
on without a second glance. After passing a few houses, her anger fell away, 
slamming her fist into her palm, deciding to check the log wall that 
surrounded the small village. Specifically, she moved towards the now 
patched hole in the wall Lyca and she had found and fixed when they’d 
arrived. 

The hole was big enough to fit a few people at a time, but the 
individuals on the ends would nick their shoulders on splinters if they tried. 
Even though the wall was once again structurally sound, Rose was 
determined to continue reinforcement efforts each day. Little mud here, a 
couple sticks there, though nothing was as strong as the clay deposit 
mixture Lyca had used in the first repair. Rose filled with satisfaction after 
stacking a few more things besides the repair, wiping her brow for the day. 

“Whew, another job well completed,” she said while patting the sun 
drying clay one last time. As she did so, she noticed mud had once again 
lined a few of the scales on her arm, but it wasn’t anything to fuss over. A 
quick stop at the town’s water well would do her some good. The well 
wasn’t far from the patched hole in the wall, and she was extremely familiar 


with its location since Lyca had walked her to it many times while she was 
concocting her magical repair substance. 

“A left here, between two houses, and there it is, the ancient water 
spout from our an-sisters.” With a joyous fist pump, she once again 
confirmed the location, cementing it further into her memory. She grasped 
onto the handle of the water pump and pulled down on it with the weight of 
her body. The creaking lever resisted her tugs and pumps, but she could feel 
the budging working its magic. 

After the first crank, it was easy to get the water flowing. It spewed 
out of the faucet and she splashed some onto her arms, using her fingernails 
to scrap between each individual scale. She swung her tail around, rinsing 
it, wishing she were taller. Because of her height, she always found it dirty. 
But as the spouts flow slowed, Rose could hear an ominous ticking coming 
from beyond the wall. 
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“A Wond Ritter?” Anthony replied in a tone of disbelief. 

“Yeah. Basically, they’re a creature that camouflages as a tree. Once 
someone fancies a nap against it, one of its ’roots’ or ’wonds’ attaches itself 
to them. It’Il begin by releasing poison into the prey’s flesh almost 
instantaneously, causing them to become completely immobile. Once I 
detached you, you fell unconscious because of the sudden rush of tainted 
blood reaching the rest of your body.” 

Anthony reached back and grasped his neck, rubbing the knot that’d 
formed from the uncomfortable pillow he rested his head against during his 
recovery. But this action accompanied the feeling of disbelief. After all the 
books he’d read, they did not prepare him for anything like what she was 
describing. “Wow, I guess I had no idea. But I always thought the bombs 
only affected living beings.” 

“Yeah, I was a total badass and beat it up for ya,” she threw a few 
playful punches to the side, mimic actions you’d find in a film. Settling 
back down, her energy seemed to level out, and she looked at the boy. “But 
trees are alive! Though, it’s very rare to find them or other mutated flora 
agitated enough to attack. Geez, you didn’t have a clue about that, but 
you’re okay with halves?” 

Halves, meaning the half geners. People born human who began 
displaying animal-like mutations caused by chemical bombs set off 101 
years ago. These mutations led to the vonju’s appearance after the 
detonations, but those who survived and bore children passed the infected 
genes through their generations. Some individuals only display a single 
change, but multiple alterations are more common, and the effects can 
range anywhere from whiskers to bird wings for limbs, even a pair of fox 
ears and a tail. 

“Well, I’m not prejudiced.” 

I judge everyone, no matter the circumstances. 

“Ah, the one percent,” she chuckled. 


The tapping of Lyca’s fork made Anthony anxious as he processed 
what she was telling him and what to expect her to say next. Worry crept 
further up his spine. He must’ve made a mistake in trusting her too easily 
regarding the meal she had prepared. 

“You re gonna eat someone 5 food and not even ask their name? I 
retract my previous statement. You do trust easy!” Who points out the fact 
that they themselves cant be trusted? Wait, does that mean I should trust 
her more or less? Not five minutes and this woman has me completely 
confused about everything I knew up to this point. I couldn t eat while I was 
out. I was just starving, not thinking. 

“Earth to Ant. You still in there?” At the shortening of his name, his 
attention snapped to her. 

“Riley!” he shouted as he leaped from his stool. 

Startled, Lyca jumped out of her chair, pressing her back against the 
electric stove top. 

“Lyca, did you find a dorky girl with black hair where you found 
me?” The anxiety rushed out in the breaths following his sentence. 

After looking into his panicked eyes for a few moments, she took 
her seat again. 

“No Anthony, I didn’t. Was she an S.O.?” 
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“Ya, a Significant other. You know, girlfriend, wife.” 

“No, no,” he said, waving his hand back and forth. “She was just 
someone I left the city with.” 

Lyca slammed her hands on the counter-top. “You’re from a city?” 
she shouted as the plates clanged against the wooden surface. The eagerness 
to hear his reassuring reply was shining in her eyes. Her bushy tail swayed 
back and forth rapidly. 

“Yeah? I’m from the—” 

“Which one?” She cut off his sentence as smoothly as if she were 
wielding the sharpest of katanas as a weapon of conversation. 

“Ferris.” 

“Wow, you are so lucky!” She exhaled, wonder filling her thoughts, 
so much so that when retaking her seat, she’d leaned back too far. Grabbing 
onto the edge of the counter, she repositioned herself. As she shot daggers at 


him, he turned away, pretending not to’ve seen her panicked face from that 
possibly embarrassing event. 

He heard a sigh of relief from her side of the table as she continued 
on, “I’ve never been to one of the major cities. Those enormous stone walls 
and all the cool tech. I wish I knew someone who could get me in.” 

“Well, if I remember correctly,” he set down his fork and raised his 
right hand to scratch his temple. “My guardian was close friends with my 
parents. That’s how I got in.” 

“Wait, you were born outside the walls?” She stared into his eyes in 
wonderment. 

“I mean, I guess so. I was pretty sick up until a few years ago. Some 
kind of bacteria I was born with. I was bedridden for almost my entire 
childhood, and physical therapy was a weekly routine after that until I left a 
few days ago.” 

“So, your guardians. Are they still there?” 

“Well, there was some trouble with his sons when I left, so I’m not 
sure. But I believe they should still be there.” 

“Could she...” She bit her lower lip, “possibly get us in?!” 

“I mean, probably. She was like a mother to me. And her job was 
pretty important.” 

Lyca’s face lit up with joy. 

“But that’s the complete opposite direction I’m traveling,” Anthony 
abruptly finished. A soulless look on her face said it all, like a child being 
told they can’t have candy at the market. “I’m really sorry, Lyca, but can I 
explain?” 

She nodded. He rehashed each sentence of his confession to Riley a 
few nights prior. With each passing word, her head and ears poked up bit by 
bit. 

“Okay, I understand,” she replied as he finished. “All I have to do is 
help you find your family and we can all go back to the city together?” 

He thought a moment before replying, but saw no reason to 
disagree. Although Joe said he wasn’t sure about the situation, Anthony was 
confident they could fix it, allowing for reentry. Plus, another travel 
companion wouldn’t hurt, and not only could they find his family, but Riley 
as well. 


“Yeah, I don’t see why not,” he gestured to the living room. “But 
wouldn’t you be leaving your home behind?” 

“Oh, don’t worry about that. This isn’t even my house.” His heart 
dropped to his stomach at the thought of the original homeowners barging 
in only to find trespassers. But at the sudden gloom on his face, she waved 
her hands in urgency. 

“Don’t scare yourself. The previous residents abandoned this entire 
village some time ago. We’re actually travelers, and I stopped to do 
research on when and where the people in this small town went missing.” 

“We’re?” Anthony had latched onto that one word as he noticed the 
freshly used platter sitting on the counter behind her. 

Suddenly, an explosion boomed in the distance. Lyca jumped to her 
feet, her face petrified. “Rose!” 
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Lyca sprinted out of the room and down the corridor that Anthony had 
stumbled through earlier. Following her, they approached a door with 
windows shining a light in from the outside. Grabbing the knob and flinging 
the door open, Lyca stepped onto the wooden porch. Frantically, she 
swiveled her head back and forth, looking for this “Rose” person. He raced 
up to her position and attempted to speak. 

No sooner than the letter “W” left his lips, she swung around and 
gripped his shoulders, a look of extreme concentration and concern 
drenching her face. 

“There is a latch on the side of that porch next door.” With her arm, 
she pointed to the house on Anthony’s left. “Go there now and do not make 
a single noise. Pass out if you have to, just stay quiet. You got it?” 

Her snapping intimidated him, but Anthony knew she didn’t mean it. 
He wasn’t much of a people person, but he could read her face as clear as 
the sky on a cloudless day. He didn’t respond, not verbally, but he nodded, 
pretending to remain calm, though that explosion caused warm urine to 
settle in the front of his jeans. 

“Just stay there and I’ll find you. Please.” As those last pleas rolled 
off her tongue, she crouched into a predatory stance that Anthony recalled 
seeing in old zoo documentaries played in class when the teacher grew 
exhausted. Lyca leaped off the deck and broke into a dash. Unless he 
wanted to betray her trust, it was no concern of his where she was going 
after she disappeared behind a neighboring house. 

It didn’t take long for Anthony to decide that the lumber banisters 
enclosing the porch were strong enough to hold his weight. He placed his 
recessive left hand atop the wood, lifting his legs up and over the top, and 
landing sloppily on his feet. Even from a distance, he could see the latch 
that prevented the lattice panels from swinging open. He sprinted eighteen 
of the twenty feet between the houses, sliding through the dirt to keep low 
on the last two. Grabbing on to the hot metal latch that had been resting in 


the sun since its rising, he sought to slide it up and over, but it wouldn’t 
budge. 

My hands are too sweaty. I cant get a grip. 

Anthony attempted to move it again, but no luck. He stuck the nail 
of his index finger under the latch, but the white of the porch matched the 
of the lock. 

It’s painted shut?! 

Panic in his breath, Anthony scratched away at the coating holding 
the fastener. 

“Check that one over there, Dee,” the voice of a man with an eastern 
accent echoed from behind the building. 

If those guys are the ones that caused the explosion, I’m screwed if 
they find me! I have no choice. I either get caught or break this paint off 
now! 

Anthony withheld the urge to vomit and steadied his nerves for one 
last attempt. He slid the fingernails of both his right index and middle under 
the side of the bolt. 

Both pains will be less if there are two occurring in tandem, right? I 
can t remember. 

Using two digits and the thumb of his free hand, he gripped the skin 
of his arm, and yanked on the lock and his skin simultaneously. The flesh 
beneath his fingernails tore with an audible rip as blood ran out from above 
his tips. The agony was so unbearable that one of his canines pierced the 
inside of his lip. But this struggle paid off. The paint holding the latch broke 
apart. He swung the door open and ducked inside, closing the door behind 
him. 

But as he positioned himself, the crack of a gun went off where he 
had just entered. He sprang forward, bashing his head against the underside 
of the porch. 

“Ow! Shit!” Anthony moaned, holding his skull. Goose eggs were 
going to be difficult to tend to without ice, but this wasn’t the city anymore. 
He’d have to manage as best as he can. 

That noise was a gunshot. But bullets aren t easy to come by 
anymore after the bombs fell a century ago. Why the hell would they just 
fire off randomly? Unless it wasn t random at all and the shooters actually 


managed to hit and maybe even kill Lyca, or the person she was searching 
for, Rose, was it? I cant really tell what’ going on from under this porch. 

His thoughts raced on for so long, it was as if he had lost the 
concept of time entirely. But the speed of assumptions would only 
accelerate as a large beefy limb came crashing down in front of the porch. 
From the sheer size of the limb, it wasn’t any ordinary creature. It had to be 
a vonju, one of those beasts wandering the abandoned plains. This one was 
smaller than the average size described in the textbooks, the stature was 
comparable to that of a pre-war rhino. 

What the heck is that thing doing here? Arent almost all the towns 
surrounded by some sort of structure to prevent them from getting in? 

He glanced around at every angle. Sure enough, there it was, under 
the deck corner. A wall of split trees led from behind one house to another. 
From where he was hiding, the reach seemed about twenty feet high, most 
likely built by hand by the people who formed this village. 

Twenty feet can stop most above-average vonjus, but—. 

A pair of boots accompanied by brown, loose-fitting leather pants 
landed right next to the beast as if they had just jumped from the back of the 
creature. But that couldn’t be the case. There were no known instances of 
ever taming a vonju. Though, there was that one reported case of someone 
named Ray Daysudo the wrangler, mounting one for six seconds before 
being flung off. 

“Ey, Olly!” another man shouted, this time with a southern draw. 
“We checked around, but it doesn’t look like anyone moved in.” 

The man with the boots, presumably Olly, paced between the corner 
of the porch and his tamed vonju. 

“Well, did you patch the wall?” Anthony listened to the man 
intently. He spoke stiff and stern, like a man with gray stubble on his chin, 
but not from age, more stress and duty. 

“Why would I waste my time wit that?” 

“Because if no one is here, but I found the wall fixed, then you must 
have fixed it, right?” The voice had a weird drawn-out way of pronouncing 
past tense words that were off-putting to Anthony. 

“I mean, I’m sorry Olly. But maybe whoever fixed it skipped town 
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or fixed it from the outside or somethin’. 


“Hey,” the foreign accented man spoke from right behind Anthony. 
He felt his bones jump, but he knew not to move. “There’s some blood on 
the ground over here.” 

Anthony knew whose blood it was, and how that blood got there. 
There was nothing he could do. The foundation of the house was solid, with 
no cracks or imperfections to break from. All he could do was sit and pray. 
He could now see the man’s face as he bent over to inspect the blood. 
Wearing a navy blue janitorial uniform and wielding a black assault rifle, 
the man stuck his fingers down into the dirt. He swirled the blood around, 
looking as if he was determining the freshness. 

He tilted his head upwards to peer under the porch but abruptly fell 
over, as if he someone shoved him. Anthony’s assumption was exactly 
right. Some legs connected by old rusted steel chains scurried into view as 
arms reached down for the rifle. 

Do they have prisoners? 

The barrel of the gun was now resting against the side of the short, 
black-haired man’s skull. There was a click, but there was no explosion of 
viscera. The gun was empty. After a pause of dead silence, the barrel lifted 
from the man’s temple. The worn shoe-covered feet fled in the direction of 
the house Anthony and Lyca had sprung from earlier. However, the 
prisoner’s efforts ended abruptly as the man swiped a pistol from the back 
of his waistband, loaded a clip, and shots rang out once again. With the rifle 
still in hand, the assailant now laid motionless on the ground. 
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The vonju made a quick meal out of the dead man, and after setting off 
another explosion, the group of raiders moved the chain gang of people out 
of the village. Before they’d left, they kicked dirt over the blood splatter, 
and other than the holes in the surrounding walls, there wasn’t a single sign 
that they had been there. Anthony remained hidden for a few more hours, 
trembling under the porch until the sun set. The door creaked as he swung it 
open. Tumbling out and struggling to stand, he moaned, straightening his 
back. His knees clicked as he stretched them out. Even his neck cracked as 
he scanned the area. It hurt to search, but as he did, he noticed a lingering 
shadow. 

Two figures stepped out from behind a distant willow tree and 
approached him. A little girl, no older than eight, clasped onto Lyca’s dirty 
tank top. Having a pair of dark gray horns growing out of her head, and a 
tail dragging through the grass, she hid in her companion’s shadow. As 
Anthony walked, they stopped, standing as stiff as the trunk they emerged 
from. When he reached them, and Lyca’s eyes met his, he teared up a bit. 
They had not known each other long, but she had saved his life and risked 
her own for this little lady. 

It was at this moment that he trusted Lyca, and, in turn, trusted the 
pair of them. But he couldn’t fight the churning of his insides, knowing that 
he hid when they needed his help. Though she instructed him to do so, he 
felt he should have gone with her. And now knowing that she has someone 
important that she was protecting made his cowardness even harder to 
digest. Riley and Anthony weren’t the only ones out on the plains. There 
were other families, other friends, with no direction, just trying to survive. 
Now, it was clear, Joe sheltered him his entire life. If they didn’t for care 
back in the city, how far would’ve he made it? Would he even be alive 
today? 

What if something had happened to her? To them? I would have lost 
everything... again, and not even realized it until it was too late. 


Though she wore her strength like medals on her chest, as he 
released his tears, she gave in to hers. Her dainty nose wrinkled up, her 
hazel eyes softened, and her ears drooped. Anthony didn’t know all of her 
hardships, but he knew she needed to let her emotions out. Lyca fell into 
Anthony’s arms, wailing in his shoulder. He was astonished; he was 
hesitant, but he ultimately decided that he desired the affection of someone 
as well. 

He relaxed and hugged the sobbing woman, accepting her as a 
companion. She radiated warmth more than any other person whom he’d 
embarrassed. Though that number was few, he found this comforting and 
calming feeling incomparable. But just as his right arm collapsed against 
her back, a cold sharp point pushed into the bottom of his skin. It was too 
late when he thought to pull away. The horn had cut through the skin of his 
forearm. 

“Ah! Sh...” he held his curse as he noticed Rose running back into 
the house, slamming the front door behind her. He thought to go after her, 
but Lyca grabbed onto his arm, putting pressure on the wound. 

“I take it she got you? And look at your fingernails!” Blood leaked 
down his arm from under her palm, but she pulled out a tattered piece of an 
old shirt, ripped it in two, and wrapped it around his arm and fingers. As 
most wounds do, this didn’t seem all that bad, hurt a hell of a lot worse than 
it looked. 

“Yeah, it looks like a small one, though.” After she finished tying off 
the bandage, he waved his arm down and around, looking at it from all 
sides. She’d stopped the bleeding, but she insisted on cleaning it when they 
got inside to prevent infection. 

“Don’t worry, she’s gotten me plenty of times,” Lyca said, pulling 
up her sleeve with her free hand. Her forearm was more scars than skin, 
with multiple cuts and punctures she’d endured. But as he leaned in to get a 
closer look, he found some of the injuries misshapen or didn’t match the 
others in any discernible way. There were divots of skin that looked like 
teardrops being held by a tiny stick. Others were wide, straight cuts from 
one side to the other, but Lyca threw her sleeve back down. Maybe his 
attentiveness grew too invasive. 

The two of them stood in silence for a moment before Anthony 
glanced back up at the wooden door of the house. 


“Well, shouldn’t you go after her?” Anthony said, straightening 
himself back up. 

“No. Just let me be selfish a little bit longer.” Lyca’s eyes followed 
to the door, its panels still vibrating within its wooden frame. She turned 
back to him, her free hand gripping the front of Anthony’s shirt, pulling him 
back against her. She reached her arms over his shoulders. He’d finally 
found the moment to examine that she was the same height as him. 

He reached his arms up under her armpits and connected his hands 
behind her. The two of them held each other for as long as it to the sun to 
hide beyond the horizon. 
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Rose stared out at them from the bathroom window, the room behind the 
kitchen wall, tears flowing from her eyes. It pained her stomach to watch 
the two of them shared the same comfort she looked to Lyca for. The little 
dragon felt she had exclusivity to the fox’s love. 

She stepped off the stack of books she was using as a stand and 
slammed herself on the floor in front of the shower base. Anger overtook 
her mind. Her limbs ached. Growing pains Lyca says. She punched the 
wooden half barrel, her hand throbbing in a flash of instant regret. 

“Ow, ow,” though this pain took away from her internal ones, she 
broke out once again, pounding the basin with the side of her other fist. “I 
hate him! I hate him! I wish he would just die!” 
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Anthony stopped midway down the hall as he passed one of the bedroom 
doors. Through its slight opening, he could see Lyca’s bushy white tail still 
unmoving since they’d regrouped after the attack. She covered Rose, 
tucking in the blanket around the outline of the small sleeping Rose, her 
pillow covered in damp spots. 

As Lyca leaned over the bedside to blow out the candle, he realized 
it was time to continue his stroll. Of course, he was worried, but it was 
necessary if he didn’t want his actions to be misconstrued as spying. 
Anthony turned the corner and stepped through the doorway, taking a deep 
breath of the wax-scented air. Exhaustion set in. His eyes were heavy. He 
needed a decent place to crash, and he felt the torn green couch calling his 
name. Shuffling around the coffee table, he flopped down on the cushions. 

He laid his left arm flat against the corduroy surface, praising the 
softness in contrast to that of the ground he had just hugged for hours. 

Why were they here? What were they looking for? What would they 
have done if they’d caught me? 

The cricket’s chirps deepened as their choir grew. His eyes refused 
to stay open, and he faded into the couch. 

But the cushion he was lying on became stiff. He opened his eyes to 
find himself on the black carpeted stairwell of his Uncle Joseph and Aunt 
Karina’s home back in the city. He peered through the holiday garland-lined 
railing to see the two of them sitting in their respective seats having a 
serious discussion. Anthony chuckled as he reminisced about these fond 
memories. 

Joes opinion about everything matched his chariot, an old brown 
couch potato recliner. Auntie K would always get furious when he flipped 
up that footstool as if to throw her political demeanor out the window. What 
topped it off was Aunt K 5 tea-sipping would grow louder with each 
dismissive grunt he’d let out. Was that why I came down that day? 

“Joseph, you better listen to me.” The stern woman kept her voice 
discreet, but the serious tone demanded attention. 


“What do you want me to say, Kari? Matter of fact, what do you 
want me to do?” The brown chariot footstool slammed down. “Take the 
boys and set out to go help them? How do we even know the Marrow is 
opening? The more I think about it, the more I doubt they were right.” 

“Then where are they, Joe?” She placed her teacup on its coaster. 

Even in the face of cybernetics, they were always so old-fashioned. 
But what did they mean by the Marrow? 

“I don’t know. Maybe one of the vons got em, or maybe they settled 
down somewhere.” Joesph sounded so passive, as if he didn’t much believe 
the words he just spoke. 

“Come on, Joseph, you know they wouldn’t settle down without 
coming back for him.” Karina said, seeming to plead with him. 

“They could be on their way back right now. They can explain it to 
him.” Joesph waved his wife off. 

Karina stood from her blood-red high back Queen Anne chair and 
straightened her light gray suit. “You can’t hide from this forever, Joe. He 
may be only eight, but his time will come.” 

Joseph leaned back in his chair and propped his feet up, grunting 
once more. 

A last sigh left her lips as she turned and walked toward the front 
door. “I have to get back to work. The research department made a 
breakthrough on a new medical A.I. PI be back in a few days.” 

Just as she was about to leave, she noticed a shadow moving on the 
stairwell. 

“Anthony? What are you doing up?” 

He panicked and backed up the stairs. 

“Anthony.” 

A quiet voice summoned him back to reality. 

“Yeah?” He responded, still half asleep. 

“So earlier—” Lyca sounded remorseful. Anthony figured it was 
probably from not knowing if he was an aggressive individual when 
awoken from a nap. 

Anthony, in his nervousness, grew fully aware of the conversation 
and attempted to defuse the statement. “No, I get it. Things can get rough 
out here. I could have used a shoulder when Riley came up missing.” Even 


in this dimly lit room, it was an effortless task to notice Lyca’s cheeks 
blush, her nose lighting up like a particular reindeer. 

“I was just going to say that I got Rose settled in.” Her tone turned 
serious, as she continued, “and we need to talk.” 

Did I do something wrong? 

“You remember...” she used her thumb to stroke the tip of her right 
ear. 

A nervous tick? And what would Lyca, the wonderfully sweet fox 
woman, ask of me? 

“Before the attack,” Lyca continued with a hint of self-doubt in her 
voice, “I mentioned I was here studying where the people of the village 
disappeared to.” 

Between the explosion, gunshots, and the rapid beating of his chest, 
he hadn’t remembered. Watching that guy get eaten was enough for him to 
forget everything. However, he wanted to be supportive, and if telling a 
white lie could help her rely on him a little more, he’d take that risk. 

“Yeah, I remember.” He leaned back, regretting his actions, now 
scratching the sudden itch on his nose. She smiled and continued on with 
her tick, constantly switching her gaze between him and everything else in 
the room. 

“Well, I had a hunch. Those men that attacked today may have 
enslaved those people, or at the very least, abducted them.” 

A sudden chill slithered through his body, and his legs shivered. 
Anthony hadn’t thought about it, but the context would line up. “How’d you 
come to that conclusion?” 

It was a stupid question. By the time he had finished asking it, he 
had already figured out the answer. 

“Remember those people they had chained together?” Her tick 
ceased as she paced back and forth. How could he not remember? Anthony 
was a front row witness. “Those people could have been from anywhere. 
Taken on the road, or recent departures from the city, or even from a 
village.” 

“Yeah.” He had no other reply. He didn’t want to let another 
unnecessary question slip. 

“I mean, it was a clean execution. They bombed the wall, attempting 
to find anything they could, even if they didn’t do a very good job at it.” 


She finished her witty comment with a gesture to the bags and supplies that 
were left completely untouched during the raid. “And they walked out with 
a group of prisoners. I mean, when Rose and I first got here, we could only 
get in through the previous hole in the wall after we tried a merchant’s 
introduction at the main gate.” 

“So what are you suggesting?” He said. His ability to comprehend 
was still catching up after his nap. 

“Anthony, we have to go after them.” She insisted with a quiet clap 
of her hands. 

“Why? It doesn’t make much sense. If we’d shown ourselves, we 


“They might have Riley.” 
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There were only a few hours of sleep for Anthony throughout the night. Not 
only the restlessness of his body kept him awake with tossing and turning, 
but the rotating gears in his mind refused to halt as the idea floated 
endlessly through his head. 

What if they have Riley? 

She came out into this post-war world with him without hesitation. 
And yet, while he was fast asleep, she went missing. Though she had some 
tribulations, she was just a playful girl full of energy. Anthony continued to 
maul over the last sentiment she had left him with. 

“Being honest with myself... huh?” The concept eluded him. “What 
would being honest even entail?” 

Since he fled the city, he’s either trusted too much or had no faith in 
others at all. He’s tried to put on a mask and got caught. Even when he let 
someone have insight into his vulnerabilities, he lost a friend. “But she 
probably wouldn’t consider us friends if she knew what I thought of her 
before.” 

No longer was he sure who was out to help him, and who was out to 
hurt him. The people who raided the village earlier. The man in the bunker 
selling weapons. Joseph. Even the rest of his family who’d left him behind 
in the city after being born. Seld... 

“Ah! I can’t think straight!” The warmth of his shout radiated from 
the cotton filled cushion as his voice deafened. Attempting to settle his 
mind, he thought only of Riley, her black hair, her blue eyes, her green 
cape. Though they hadn’t been together long, he felt lost without her. His 
heart weighed less, as if a fragment was missing. But the mental image of 
her grounded him once more. 

Where could she be? We were both city kids. How is she going to 
make it out here? I mean, I wouldnt have made it myself if it wasn t for 
Lyca. 

And there it was again, Lyca. 


She said she was gathering supplies where she’d found me, but was 
that true? What'd she have to gain from finding the people from this 
village? Whats up with Rose? 

Exhaustion set in. Anthony didn’t know if it was smart to trust her or 
not, but it was that moment, the one they shared in eachother’s arms that he 
decided. He knew she saved him, healed him, fed him, protected him. He 
wanted to depend on her. Other than a free ticket into town, what else could 
she want from him? He could think of nothing she’d request for all she’d 
done, and maybe that’s the same mindset she had for the missing villagers. 
Just a selfless individual looking to make a change, unlike the people from 
the city. 

The population was so dense and the economy so unstable, everyone 
was always conning. Even if their actions meant prison time, or worse, 
sentenced outside the walls with nothing but the clothes on their back, they 
did what they had to survive. But a different thought occurred to him. What 
if she was swindling as well? He’d seen how broken the people were 
around the city and read about kidnapping, blackmail, and cannibalism in 
the daily articles. What caused them to commit such acts varied far and 
wide, for reasons he never knew the human mind could construct. 

Is she broken..? 

Before Anthony knew it, the sun was breaching the pane windows. 
With different clanks and rustles, he noticed Lyca was packing her things 
into their bags. He let her continue on packing the supplies while he tried to 
catch a few more winks. It was weird. As he closed his eyes, a sense of 
safety fell over him like a blanket. Maybe he did really trust this woman. 

Finished, she picked up a dusty cushion from the recliner and tossed 
it at his face. 

“Rise and shine, suga,” she said, imitating a wonderful mother’s 
southern accent. The sun wasn’t much brighter than before he unknowingly 
dozed off. “Sorry, no breakfast, since we should hit the road. We’ll eat on 
the way.” 

“Even so, I see you’re hard at work. Need any help?” Anthony 
asked with a stretch, tossing the pillow to the floorboards. 

“No, I’m good,” Lyca replied, putting her lovely white hair up into a 
ponytail and then feeding that ponytail through the back of an old ball cap. 
Two holes were custom sewed into the top of the hat, which her ears were 


not piercing through. “Just um, help me test a theory and get Rose up for 
me.” 

“A theory?” Anthony rubbed his eyes and picked the wax out of his 
ears. He wasn’t sure he’d heard her, right? 

“Yeah, just um... go get her up... please.” She pulled some gauze and 
bandage tape from the bag. “And teach her how to replace your bandage if 
you can.” 

Anthony tip-toed down the hall and slowly pushed open the 
unlatched door. Pillow feathers rested upon the gray horns of a girl affected 
by the unique dragon gene. All the evidence was there. She had a komodo 
dragon’s scales and tail with bull horns atop her head. 

“Hey, Rose, is it?” He knew her name, but he wasn’t sure if she was 
aware of that passage of knowledge. 

A sudden growl filled the room as her body curled into a ball under 
the sheets. Attempting to escape, her legs and tail became caught in the 
covers, sending her tumbling onto the wood floor. 

“Lyca! Lyca! Help!” she cried out, the sound bouncing off the walls. 

“Hey. No! It’s okay! I’m Anthony. You can call me Ant.” He 
approached the opposing side of the bed, seeing a ball of white cloth 
flailing atop the floor. But as he reached to untangle the distressed girl, 
white fox Lyca brushed past him and embraced Rose. 

“It’s okay Ant, just go grab the bags and meet us on the front 
porch.” 

Setting the three heavy bags on the porch, he took a seat on the top 
step. With scissors in hand, Anthony unraveled the gauze and replaced his 
bandages. With the way things were shaping up, he felt he should accept 
that Lyca’s commands were going to direct this journey. 

A bit of time passed before Lyca snuck up behind Anthony and 
grabbed Rose’s bag, helping her to don it properly. Looking at the boy, Rose 
clasped onto Lyca’s shirt as she had done the night before. 

“She’ll be okay.” Lyca waved his concern away with a flick of her 
wrist. She picked up Anthony’s bag and helped him settle in for the trip. But 
before she let go, her hand grazed down his arm and latched onto the new 
wrap covering his wound. “Gosh, this is going to get infected if you don’t 
wrap it right. Let me do it from now on, okay?” 

He chuckled, “sorry, it’s hard to do by yourself.” 


“I don’t mind taking out the time to patch you up. Just ask.” Lyca 
took her time in tightening the bandage before tying it off and patting it 
down. “Now, are you ready?” 

“Are you ready?” Anthony echoed her words back, adjusting his 
shoulder straps. 

“Ask me in an hour,” she replied with a wink and a giggle. They 
stepped off the porch simultaneously and started down the path toward the 
hole in the surrounding wall. 

A boy and a fox started down the road, with a little dragon following 
close behind. 
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The three allies looked around for any trace of tracks. Lyca, Anthony, and 
Rose begged for any sign that they hadn’t lost the group of men who’d 
raided the small village. Footprints, any shape or size, would do, draglines 
from the chains strapped to ankles of the prisons. They searched again and 
again. Rose picked up her lizard-like tail and rubbed the underside of it 
before sitting down on the grass. It was clearly sore after she dragged the 
entirety of the seemingly endless walk. White fox ears twitched as Lyca 
turned her head, realizing fatigue gripped this young girl after being beaten 
by the sun for hours. 

“Lyca, I hate to say it, but I think we left too late,” Anthony 
remarked, sliding his finger through a pile of dung, mistaking it for 
misplaced dirt. 

“Ugh! Dammit! I know!” Lyca pulled her ball cap off, throwing it to 
the ground. Anthony watched as her composure quickly reversed, the both 
of them noticing Rose’s reaction to her dismay. She swiped up the hat, 
brushed it off, and stored it away in her pack. Sliding her sack off and 
tossing it down, she took a seat as well. She clasped onto a pebble and 
tossed it into a grouping of trees. 

“So... what’re we gonna do now?” Anthony wasn’t sure why he 
asked, because he was certain of the answer. They’re screwed. Pulling out 
his water jug, he prepared to unscrew the cap and take a sip. Then he 
noticed Rose, the exhausted-looking girl, tilting her dry bottle every which 
way. 

He approached her, “Hey, Rose. Why’s your bottle empty already?” 

Rose looked up at the querying boy, then snapped at a ninety-degree 
angle to ignore him. Anthony didn’t know how to respond to her initial 
action, but decided it was best to hand his almost full bottle to her. 
Reaching down, he tapped the girl’s shoulder with the flat bottom of the 
water container. Like the pounce of a predator, she swung her arm around 
and slapped the plastic from his grip. The drink now rested in the long 
blades of grass, Anthony frustrated, not at the girl, but at himself. He 


wanted to reassure Rose that he was okay after she accidentally slit his arm 
and wished to apologize for the rude awaking. 

But maybe now 5 the wrong time. I really need to give her some 
space. 

After retrieving the bottle, he glanced over at Lyca, wondering if 
she’d witnessed the exchange. Of course, she hadn’t. It seemed she was too 
busy beating herself up for losing the trace of the group of men. Deciding to 
comfort her, he approached the white-tailed woman. But as he did, a glint of 
light waved across his vision, as a small reflective surface flew in front of 
him. As it landed, he looked down, noticing a miniature triangular 
mechanism between his feet. 

The gadget was a flat metallic framed device with what seemed like 
a lagoon-tinted glass eye in the middle of the three edges. As Anthony 
analyzed the device, he noticed a small red and blue light shine from within 
the reflective surface. A buzzing sound resonated from the device. He told 
his body to move, but it wouldn’t. It seemed frozen in place. 

He watched as the two lights he’d seen inside the device moments 
ago stretch out on each side of him. Horrific thoughts encompassed his 
mind as the beams of light traced over each inch of his body. As they did, a 
cube of light outlined that piece of his skin and bone, disintegrating it. He 
felt no physical pain, but each moment of fear he felt was still very strong. 
As the cubes consumed his head, there was nothing, nothing but void space 
in front of him. 

Moving his arms and feet once again, he rotated, observing the 
space he existed within. Still, there was nothing, but at least he could see 
there was nothing. Everything had the same bluish-green hue as the glass on 
the device he’d seen before, winding up in this mysterious place. Then there 
were voices, an argument filling the room. One voice seemed familiar, 
Lyca’s even, but the voice at the receiving end of the argument he was 
unfamiliar with. 

“Who the hell are you? What’d you do to him?!” Lyca was shouting 
at what seemed to be the maximum tone she was capable of. But even then, 
to him, the volume of her words sounded suppressed. 

“Lyca, I’m okay!” Anthony shouted, but instead of a response 
confirming she’d heard his reassuring words, the unfamiliar voice 
interrupted with the same comforting statement. 


“He’s okay! Calm down, lady.” 

“Not another step! P11 cut you!” Whispers followed her demands. 
He could hardly make them out, but he could tell it was along the lines of 
“Rose,” and “let go.” 

“Oh, please, darling. That dull kitchen knife you’re waving around 
is hardly a threat to anyone.” The voice got a bit more clear with each 
passing word as if they were stepping closer to wherever Anthony was 
hearing them from. It was a feminine voice with a very distinct accent. He’d 
remember hearing someone who spoke exactly the same way back at 
school. The student had said something about his family being from another 
country that was on the south side of the other part of the globe. 

“You need to back off!” Lyca sounded desperate, as if she didn’t 
want to have to kill someone in front of Rose, but Anthony knew she was 
more than likely willing to if it meant protecting the little girl. 

“Look, seriously lass,” the feminine voice oozed frustration. “My 
name is Isla. I mean you no harm, and I’m just going to pick up my device 
there and release your little friend here. Alright?” 

Release me? 

Even though he felt fine and the room was off-putting, he didn’t feel 
in danger at the moment. But he couldn’t decipher if he was wrong to feel 
that way and ignore the predicament of his location. Was he actually being 
held captive? Did the device he saw earlier capture him somehow? He’d 
seen shocking technology all throughout the city, but a small device that 
captures humans. Did such a thing really exist? 

“See? I’m just picking it up.” Though the self-titled Isla narrated her 
actions, Anthony felt no force at being picked up or shaken about. Even so, 
he prepared himself for any sort of reaction he may experience during this 
release process. Bracing his stance against the flat ceramic-like surface, he 
closed his eyes and waited. But moments passed, seconds passed, and 
nothing. 

Peeking one eye open, he glanced around. He was still in the room, 
and not only that, it had been quiet outside since the device owner’s request 
of Lyca. 

“Uh, hello?” He received no response. 

“Well?” Feeling a sense of relief at hearing Lyca’s voice, he was 
glad nothing went terribly awry. But that sensation fell through as Isla let 


out a few displeased grunts. 

“Um... It’s not working.” 

“What do you mean, it’s not working?” Both Anthony and Lyca, 
despite not being able to hear each other, echoed one another in the same 
sentence. 

“I... Uh... This is awkward.” Isla sounded not only nervous, but 
embarrassed. “I have to head back to my lab now. See ya.” 

“What?!” Lyca yelled, but as soon as the words left her throat, 
Anthony could no longer hear them. Instead, there were heavy whooshing 
noises, as if the air was being flung about by a wind turbine. These gusts 
continued for only a few minutes before ceasing. Now the sound of 
humming and footsteps echoed through the chamber-like room. With no 
longer being able to hear Lyca, being abducted seemed certain. 

Anthony wandered around, finding alternative places to sit in the 
vast emptiness that surrounded him for what seemed like hours. Calling 
time and again, he got no reply, only what sounded like tinks and dings 
along with different tunes being hummed. But then, a change in tone, words 
that made Anthony jump. 

“Dammit!” Anthony heard that same voice, Isla’s voice, but more 
jaded. 

“Hello?” He shouted. 

“Oui mate, can you hear me?” He was ecstatic. She’d finally heard 
his calls. 

“Yes! Yes, I can hear—” 

“If you can, I’m gonna give ya a li’! update on what’s going on, 
alright?” Disappointment rushed over him. Isla hadn’t heard him. She 
seemed to just be speaking out whether he’d heard her or not. 

“Okay, so did I kidnap you? Yes, and I’m sorry about that, but your 
friends didn’t seem like they were the letting up type and I can’t let anyone 
take my stuff. Was it a terrible decision I made in the heat of the moment? 
Yes, yes, it was. But I promise... wait... I’m sure I'll get you out as soon as I 
rewrite the release function in this part of the code. Is there a chance that it 
can erase the data it’s holding upon re-compile? Yes, but I have some 
conditions to stop that, so hopefully, those aren’t bugged.” 

What? What'd she just say?! 


Anthony held his sanity together as best he could while his lungs 
grew increasingly breathless. A whine sounded off as a familiar set of lights 
traced over every nook of the room, starting from the ceiling and slowly 
making its way down towards him. No matter which direction he moved, 
there were beams of light above him. Falling to his side, he curled up into a 
ball. 

I dont want to be deleted. I dont want to be deleted. I don t want to 
be deleted. 

A falling sensation came over his body, followed by the sudden stop 
of contact with a hard surface. 
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His body sprawled out across the table. The light shining into the room 
from outside was dim, but bright enough to where he could make out his 
limbs. Looking around the place, he took in details of the small two-room 
wooden cabin. There was a hammock, a pile of books on a nightstand, and a 
girl with black hair and black feathered wings attached to her arms standing 
in front of a computer with an excited look on her honey-complected face. 

“Wow.” But the sound of clicking and tapping echoing through the 
cabin drowned his astonishment out. Anthony watched as her fingers 
danced across the dirty white keys of the ancient terminal keyboard. From 
what he’d seen in the city, all interfaces worked with either holographic or 
brain interfaced depending on the terminal authorization. But this physical 
peripheral seemed like they fished it out of a garbage heap. 

The motions she graced across the caps, even sinking her fingers 
into the divots of the absent ones, were a sign of natural talent or endless 
hours of practice. Seemingly infinite time spent with eyes locked on the 
screen of the monitor. And on that cable-connected plastic-encased box 
looked like gibberish, if not for the times he’d seen his aunt working from 
home. It was computer code, software engineering, the brains and 
commands of electronics everywhere. And she seemed avid at it, as she 
scrolled through thousands of lines, each more complicated than the last. 

His mind wandered further down the rabbit hole of admiration 
before remembering the troubling circumstances that brought him here. 

“Um, excuse me,” he muttered, but received no response. The 
shimmering of the monitor light continuing to flicker off her skin. But then 
he noticed something swinging within her choppy black neck length layered 
hair cut. A thin wire, some of its internals exposed, lead up from the 
computer. 

Oh, those have to be headphones! 

He slid off the edge of the table and slowly approached the girl, arm 
extended. But as he lessened the gap between him and his target, he had 
second thoughts. 


Wait, how'd I get here? How’d she abduct me? Where was I before 
here? What are her intentions? Should I be on the offense? 

His mental ramblings continued, so much so, he himself became 
frightened when out of the corner of his eye, he saw the woman, looking at 
him suspiciously, holding only a single earbud she’d pulled from her ear. 

“Ah, Fera!” He stumbled back, falling flat against the floor, but 
maintaining contact with the person of interest. Her moves didn’t miss a 
beat as she plopped down on top of him, grabbing his arms and pinning 
them beneath her knees. The halfer wearing short jean bottoms rested on 
Anthony’s stomach. Though she was completely in control of the situation, 
no words left her mouth, just glances peppering the boy’s face and features. 

Anthony could do nothing but the same as he inspected them. But he 
now grew weak as each second passed, the beauty of this person 
debilitating him. Though collapsed under her pits, he could still make out 
the wonderfully gorgeous black feathers of what seemed that of a raven or 
starling. Following the tan color of her skin up to her black tank-top- 
covered shoulder, he met what felt like the true prize of her beauty. 
Heterochromia eyes, her right being hazel, the left, the iris was as white as 
snow shaded by the cloudy evening sky. 

The two of them sat like this for what felt like minutes, endless 
minutes that flew by with each additional detail they discovered about one 
another. But as they realized the time passing, the simultaneous head shakes 
meant it was time for words. 

“Hiyya! I’m Isla!” The girl smiled, wincing, her eyes cutely. 

“Isla?” He thought, speaking it out loud unintentionally. “Oh, I’m 
sorry.” 

“No, it’s okay! It’s short for Isladelle. My parents were pretty 
creative with words, though they never said if it had a meaning or not.” She 
shrugged her shoulders as if it seemed like it bugged her somewhere deep 
down, but it was just another thought of Anthony’s that scrambled around. 

“Um, Isla, did you kidnap me?” Anthony said with a forced chuckle, 
though as the words left his mouth, the thought became more realistic. 

“What?” She looked him over once more before her face broke out 
in red. She threw up her hands, her wings gently gushing wind with them. 
“No! Nonononono. You see. This was all a misunderstanding. I mean you 
no harm. Promise.” 


“Then why are you restraining me?” 

Her cheeks brightened further at his question, but then she recovered 
with what seemed to him was an excuse. “I need to know that you’re not 
gonna harm me! Mutual understanding! Reciprocated agreement of safety. 
That’s it.” 

Thinking for a moment, Anthony felt that could make sense, but 
after the display he’d just seen in the village, he wasn’t sure what to believe. 
But the memories of the device that landed beneath him before 
materializing that secluded space were intriguing. Also, he felt she wouldn’t 
have let him out if she meant anything ill towards him. 

“Okay, Isla. Hiyya, I’m Ant. It’s short for Anthony. I never met my 
parents to get a meaning, so there’s that.” 

“A lot of those in this day, wouldn’t you say?” Isla, slowly stood up 
and pulled the boy up with her. “But hey, let me show you something cra- 
zy... Pm... uh... gonna stop now.” 

He followed her as her shoulders slumped, her legs leading her back 
to her computer. He thought he’d heard a silent, “stupid, stupid,” muttered 
from in front of him, but he thought nothing of it. The two of them 
approached her workstation, that seemed handcrafted out of branches, pegs, 
and twigs, all different shapes and sizes. 

“You’re good with your hands.” And he meant it. The pieces thrown 
together held their place and bonded meticulously to withstand all the 
weight atop their surface. Though he knew it wasn’t a great idea to have so 
many potential fire hazards in a house made of wood, especially since it all 
seemed dried. 

“This?” Isla replied while scratching her head and shrugging her 
shoulders. “‘Pssh, this is nuffin’ muffin. The cool stuff is in the attic, 
batteries for days charged by a turbine! And when it’s not windy, I have an 
ethanol genny as a backup.” 

That shocked him, not the information itself or the technology he 
was witnessing, but by the sheer intelligence, this bird girl was irradiating 
so casually. Back in the city, scientists like her were a dime a dozen, but this 
solo-bound individual outside the walls accomplished all of this. 

“This is your typical technician’s table, but you can call it whatever, 
as long as you refer to me as a god, of course.” She snickered at her own 
sarcasm, and Anthony was chuckling as well, not at her humor, but at her 


attractive laugh. It was contagious. “And this little pup is what I ’abducted’ 
you in, or whatever word it was you used.” 

She picked up a small metal device with a glass eye in the center 
and tossed it at him. As he caught it, he double-checked its appearance and 
sure enough; it was the same device he’d remembered before appearing in 
that world. “Um, Isla, you didn’t answer me, actually. Did you kidnap me... 
actually, it’s more like, why did you kidnap me?” 

“No, no, see, you’re still misunderstanding. Though that’s partially 
my fault because I didn’t answer you, well, I did answer you, just not with 
an answer to your question, but also you didn’t ask that specific question.” 
She rambled on like this, moving her arms to and fro, flipping switches, 
tapping keys, pacing. He watched her continue this for just under a minute. 
“You see, I didn’t kidnap you on purpose... Per se, I was testing my device 
on none voluntary subjects, typically animals, but in this case, you, and it 
just so happened that the device’s manual eject function busted and so to fix 
it I had to bring it back here, but I also needed a test subject for something 
else. And usually a critter can’t say no, but you... can? So I guess I might be 
screwed.” 

Throughout her continued explanation, Anthony attempted an 
interjection several times, but only sounds came out as each time she spoke, 
he found his words overwritten. He finally spoke up, “I... Isla?” 

“Ah, yes?” 

“Did you happen to lead my friends here?” 

“Friends? You mean the dragon girl and the overprotective wolf 
chick?” 

“Well, fox, but ya.” 

“Oh, totally!” She waved her arm, her face loosening as if she 
hadn’t a worry in the world. “You know, it’s really open-minded of you to 
accept halflings so easily. P’ ve run into—” 

“Tsla!” 

Her shoulders tighten, she wasn’t expecting such a stern shout. “Yes, 
sweetie?” 

“Are you sure they’ll be okay finding me?” At his question, she 
brought her wrist up, acting as to look at some device on her wrist. 

“Ya, if they have half a mind, they should be busting down that door 
right about now.” 


Anthony looked at the back of her head, dumbfounded as she stared 
at the computer monitor continuing to type. He placed the device down on 
the table and made his way towards the door. He latched onto the handle, 
but as he did, the door swung open, pulling him with it. As the light shined 
in, he felt his body falling forward, but as his foot swung out to catch 
himself, there was no floor, only air, or at least that’s how it seemed. But 
soon, his eyes panned downwards, catching a glimpse of a girl standing on 
the bottom step of a staircase. 

“Ah!” a small girl yelled, then his body ached from the crash 
landing. 
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“In all my years, I’ve never seen an exterior door that swings open to the 
outside.” Anthony sat on the steps, rubbing the freshly bruised spot on his 
cheek Rose had given him with a punch. Afterwards, Rose rested on a 
stump a distance away from the home, tending to the soreness after landing 
on her tail. 

“Wait, now that I’m thinking about it. Why aren’t you perched up 
somewhere? You could access a house in a tree and no one else would be 
able to.” Lyca shouted while searching around inside for anything 
suspicious. 

“T tried. Twice actually. The first place I built out in the woods, but 
as you can imagine, there wasn’t any sun or wind for powering my station. 
And with how hard supplies are to find, I was having trouble crafting any 
sort of cable long enough to connect a far-off power source all the way to 
my power inverter through the trees.” 

“What about the second house?” Anthony said, peeking back at Isla 
who was standing with her arms crossed in the doorway, glancing between 
him and Lyca. 

“Well, after I moved out into the open, a storm came and brutalized 
the tree I built it on.” 

The group sat in silence for a moment until Lyca erupted from the 
hut, passing Isla. 

“So what is this, anyway?” She remarked, carelessly brandishing the 
device that had tucked away Anthony before her eyes. 

“Hey! Careful with that!” Isla snatched it with a move so fast the 
group would’ve missed it if they blinked. “You said you were going to 
check out my place, not touch my stuff!” 

“Well, if you’re aiming to kidnap my family, I feel that warrants 
some questioning.” Anthony felt a butterfly in his stomach. This was the 
first time Lyca’d used the term family to describe him. He wasn’t sure how 
to process it as the argument of the two continued behind him, but one thing 
was certain. He felt a sense of warmth inside. 


“No, I’m not allowing you to just experiment on him!” Lyca 
erupted. 

“Not on him, with him.” Isla retorted calmly, but pleading. 

“I don’t care. We have more important things to do than be your test 
subjects.” 

“Like what?” Isla crossed her arms once again, the cockiness 
stretched across her face as if she was confident that she’d caught Lyca in a 
lie. 

“Um, I don’t know. How about rescuing an entire village from 
kidnapping maniacs? Actually, you two have quite a lot in common.” 
Though Lyca attempted a verbal jab at her, Isla’s body language hadn’t 
wavered. Instead, it seemed more steadfast than ever. 

“Ah, then we have an agreement on our hands. I’m assuming since I 
found you trackers, doing nothing but sitting with your thumbs up your 
asses, that you lost the trail of your mark. Am I right?” 

The three of them sat silently to her inquiry, but it didn’t take long 
for her to continue. 

“If you help me with my test trails of something I’ve been working 
on, I'll fly high up and pin your mark for you so your little family can get 
back on track.” Isla waved her finger in front of Lyca as if to write out the 
plan she just announced all over her face. 

“p> 

“We'll do it,” Anthony interjected before Lyca had a chance to. 

“Anth—” 

“Great, I'll get it set up and explain everything.” The once again 
overlapped, Lyca grew furious, but Isla was already back inside, her face 
glued to the computer terminal. Lyca snapped her stare at Anthony, biting 
her lip out of anger. 

“How could you just do that?” She kept her voice low, but he was 
certain it wasn’t for Isla. She couldn’t care less what the bird halfling 
thought. No, if he was beginning to understand Lyca, it was to protect Rose 
and him from any potential hostiles within ear shot. 

“How could I do what?” He didn’t have to ask, but he figured he’d 
entice her to clear her mind. 

“Just volunteer yourself like that?” 


Anthony thought he had a response to this question already queued, 
but he stopped, contemplated it for a minute. The image of Isla formed 
itself in his mind. He looked over her physique and face. He imagined her 
voice coming from her lips. But even after all of this, he wasn’t sure 
exactly, other than he guessed it could be his attraction to her. His mind 
lingered on that thought. He’d just met someone for the first time and 
already felt attracted to them. 

The troubling thing was that it wasn’t a sexually driven attraction 
like it was when Lyca held her breasts over him. Nor was it an inquisitive 
and friendly attraction, like it was when he first sat down with Riley. No, 
this was an attraction of interest, or instead, was it all in one, a package 
deal, as his brother Bradley would say? Surmising it was a pure attraction 
of all-encompassing power, he thought, and thought harder, about each and 
everything that Isla said, did, and seemed to represent in their short time. 

Isla seemed like a total brainiac, but was equally just as much of a 
dork. But her figure was naturally incredible, though she hadn’t a single 
toned muscle in her arms or legs. Anthony could tell she didn’t try at all to 
be who she appeared to be, she just was her, and that’s what he appreciated 
most. 

“Anthony? Hello?” 

“She’s genuine.” 

“What?” 

Anthony looked up at Lyca confused with himself for answering 
with the first thing that came out of his mouth, but after looking at her 
puzzled yet still angered face, he rolled with it. “She’s genuine, Lyca.” 

“Genuine? Like you can trust her?” 

“Genuine, like she isn’t hiding anything.” 

“Well, I’m sorry to say this, but how’m I gonna trust someone’s 
instinct who was willing to eat a meal prepared by someone they didn’t 
even know?” 

Though this was true, he had a retort ready. “Because you’re 
genuine.” 

He watched as her jaw extended as if it had fallen out of socket. 

“Are you joking me? I saved you in the woods, I nursed you back to 
health, I fed you. If that doesn’t scream trustworthy, I don’t know what 
does.” 


“Well, with that logic, you could’ve easily been manipulating me, 
putting up a front, trying to earn my trust. Who knows, you could still be.” 

The moment those words left his mouth, he knew they shouldn’t 
have. He watched as her face turned from anger to that of hurt, and though 
he was prepared for the silent treatment, she didn’t hesitate but a few 
moments to respond. 

“Did my tears mean nothing...?” 

“Alright, everyone inside!” Isla shouted from within her hut. Lyca 
stared for another moment, then headed inside. Anthony turned to look out 
at Rose, who was carrying her tail like a mother holding a newborn, now 
making her way towards him. But before she got close, he hurried inside, 
finding it best to keep his distance. 

Rose moped in behind him. As he approached, Isla placed the device 
that had released Anthony hours before in the center of the table. Nothing 
physically changed about the device, but she’d clearly loaded some sort of 
software to it, with a data transfer cable that was still attached. 

“Um, Isla, you never exactly explained what this is or what it does.” 

“Hm? Oh, right! So what you’d seen before was a three-dimensional 
space I created within the device’s hardware. An empty template of sorts.” 

“Wait, so you’re saying this is a virtual reality device?” Anthony 
threw out his question without even thinking. 

“No! But that’s a good guess, Bess!” 

“Bess?” Lyca mumbled, looking at Anthony, but he could do 
nothing but shrug his shoulders. 

Isla continued, “This is actually a device that contains a chunk of 3D 
space within its self. So it’s a physical space that you can feel and interact 
with, but just held within a piece of tech.” 

“Um, Lyca, I’m cough-fused,” Rose whispered, tugging on Lyca’s 
shirt. 

“It’s okay, I’m pretty lost too.” Lyca raised her hand and petted the 
top of Rose’s head. 

“Well, that’s okay. It’s probably my fault. I have trouble explaining 
my thoughts.” Isla scratched her head, her confidence melting with the 
sweat on her skin. “Anyway, when it brings something inside of itself, it 
may seem like a digitizing process, but it’s actually something akin to a 
teleportation effect. You’re not shrinking or being broken down into code. 


You’re just being teleported to this secluded space being held within the 
tech.” 

“Okay, that part makes a bit of sense if you don’t try to figure out 
how all that happens in the background,” Anthony interjected, placing his 
hands on the table looking closer at the device. 

“Exactly! Just let me worry about all the technical stuff and it'll all 
be okay!” 

“If you know what you’re doing, that is.” Lyca insulted the girl once 
again. But Isla didn’t respond with words, but with a gesture. As she raised 
her arms, she waved them in Anthony’s direction as if she were presenting 
an award. 

Anthony looked at her, bewildered. “Wait, was I your first test 
subject?!” 

“Of course not! I would never test it on a person first. The way 
scientists used to do it was mice than humans. And while I don’t completely 
agree with the way they destroy animal life just because they are smaller 
than them, we have a lot of unwanted and dangerous creatures around 
nowadays. And if it’s not me killing them for science, then it’ll be someone 
else mindlessly doing it, so why miss my opportunities?” 

“T feel like you’re just coinciding with the scientist’s methods.” 
Anthony broke off her rant once more. 

“No, it’s more complicated than that, but you and I will continue 
this discussion later, okay?” She winked at him as if it were not an 
invitation, but a demand. His heart thumped irregularly for a few rhythms 
but continued normally after she continued her words. 

“Now here’s the cool part. I’ve found a way to apply an interactive 
skin to this physical plane.” 

Anthony thought for a moment, then spoke, “Um, that just sounds 
like virtual reality with more steps?” 

“It’s not virtual reality!” She shouted at him with frustration, raising 
her arms as if she wanted to fling him across the room. But slowly, she 
regained her composure and straightened her stance. “Virtual reality implies 
that it is a reality that was recreated virtually. This is a physical space, with 
a virtually recreated skin that is then applied to this physical space that you 
can then physically interact within. It is more of a secluded space portraying 
a false physical reality that you then physically interact with. Yes, you can 


imply that it’s just a more technologically advanced virtual reality, but if 
you really think about it, it’s not virtual reality. Got it?” 

Though Anthony nodded his head in acceptance of her explanation, 
both Rose and Lyca shook theirs in dissatisfaction with the convoluted 
technology. 

“So here’s what I need you guys to do. I’m going to apply this skin 
of a prewar holiday I loving studied for hundreds of hours through old 
recordings and recreated within this physical space. I will stay out here with 
one of you to make sure I don’t try any funny business. That would 
probably be you.” She pointed up at Lyca, who was still processing the 
terms of Isla’s service she was still announcing. 

“And the two of you,” she pointed at both Rose and Anthony. “Will 
go in, experience this recreation, and come back out and tell me all about 
it!” 

“Wait, what?” The pair of them replied in unison, but Isla was too 
excited to explain further and slammed down on a key on her keyboard. The 
dual lights emerged from the device once more and Rose and Anthony froze 
in place. Lyca desperately tried to latch on and pull both of them, but it was 
no use. Piece by piece, their bodies broke down, dispersing through the 
light before them. 
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The orange light dimmed as it passed through the green leaves of the trees 
above him. Though his body seemed to ache, it was the comfortable kind. 
He’d only ever felt this way after finally laying down following a full day 
of volunteering. But with this feeling, the realization set in, yes he was 
relaxed on his back, but at the same merit, he sensed he was hovering in 
some form. Then it hit him. The sensation of ropes traced the backside of 
his entire person. 

Am I laying in a hammock? 

Sure enough, he brought his left elbow down against the surface of 
intertwined twines that held him off the ground. He tried to shift his right 
one as well, but it seemed he couldn’t. And as each moment went on, it was 
as if the feeling in his arm waned. Pins and needles traveled down to his 
hand, the circulation of blood obstructed. 

Glancing down, it surprised him to find the familiar horns of a little 
girl, not only resting on his shoulder but sleeping on it. Her head on his 
shoulder only making the situation more unbearably cute, if not for the 
knowledge he held of this child’s emotions towards him. Alas, he could 
discern no possible way out of the hammock without waking her. 

But he didn’t have to, as a loud explosion went off in the distance, 
sending Rose flying up out of the ropes and tumbling to the ground. 

“Owww.” She let out a groan of pain as she rubbed her arm that had 
taken most of the force of the impact. 

“You okay?” Anthony sat up in the hammock, the rope harnessed 
around the two trees, tightened. But to his question, she only turned her 
head away from the direction of his voice. He felt it had become instinctual 
for her to avoid him. 

But just as he his view sunk down to the ground, Rose let out 
another sound, but this time of bedazzlement. 

““Woooah!” 

Anthony looked in the area she did and sure enough, the sight 
warranted that reaction. 


“Woah.” He followed suit as he stared out at a massive lake. Woods, 
as well as what seemed to be tiny modular homes, surrounded the body of 
water. People were out on the lake riding on curved floating vehicles while 
others sat perched on the bank, accompanying wooden platforms staked in 
place under the surface. 

“I wonder where we are.” Anthony stood, looking around. But as he 
did, he realized, there wasn’t just one massive lake, but multiple. The 
automobiles creating waves weren’t the only ones, but even trucks and cars 
sat on the gravel roads. And the houses weren’t all modular, there were 
some built on a slab as well. 

“Ah!” Surprised at the sudden sound in the tune of Rose’s voice, he 
turned and stared as she tried to climb the steep hill behind them. But her 
attempts were futile as he watched her slip time and again on the dried pine 
needles layering the ground beneath them. 

“Hey, Rose,” he reached out a hand, attempting to stop her, but as he 
did, one last slip sent her flying back into him. He caught her with his 
already extended arm, then braced himself as he collided with the ground. 

Immediately, he felt a grip on his arm, Rose tossing it off, 
attempting to climb once more. Before she could, Anthony latched onto her 
bare-skinned ankle. 

“Let go!” 

“You’re not gonna make it up that hill, and I’m not gonna let you 
hurt yourself.” 

“PII hurt you if you don’t let go!” She placed the foot down he’d 
attached himself to and lifted her other sneaker-covered foot, connecting the 
rubber outsole with his hand. 

“Ow!” He let go, patting the red mark on his hand. “Just knock it 
off, will you? Just listen to me! What has you so spooked, anyway? We’re 
both in the same situation here.” 

“We’re not! There’s a bunch of you dis... disgus... you ugly things! 
You’re ugly! Ugly!” And with that, Rose ran off. Not up the hill, but across 
the base, looking for a way up, eventually breaking his line of sight of her 
behind one of the homes. With a sigh, the boy laid his head down, looking 
up at the darkening sky. 

Closing his eyes, he thought for a moment before drawing the 
conclusion that she couldn’t get far since this was a limited space within a 


device, so his worries subsided. But the luxury of resting his lids would be 
short-lived as another explosion went off in the sky above him. He jumped, 
his skinned jumped, his bones jumped. It startled him at first, but calmed 
down once he realized what that explosion was. 

Was that a firework? 

After turning to look out over the lake, he turned, listening, waiting, 
as the sun set further, the orange hue now a multitude of reds and pinks 
across the sky. Sure enough, in the distance, he heard a quick puff, as if 
someone had launched something out of a tube. But then, lights field the 
sky as the sound of another explosion followed by crackles peppered his 
ears. He’d only seen videos of them being used as weapons against the 
many monsters in the wild, but here, they were just being used for 
entertainment. 

“Wow. Isla, you are one smart cookie.” He half expected a response, 
but got none. Anthony wasn’t sure if he had a way to contact the world 
outside the glass, but he didn’t the last time he was inside, so what 
would’ve changed now? 

Finally, it was time to stand and take a walk around, but he heard 
voices chattering around the corner of the road. He took steps onto the 
pathway, then down it, and sure enough, more lights. But this time, they 
were solid lights, colors plenty. Red, Blue, White, strung up and all shining 
brightly across the many metal stalls they had lined up. 

He approached the crowds surrounding the shacks on wheels and 
waited to see what all the fuss was about, but he had a feeling he knew. 
Sure enough, when he had made his way up the line, he approached the 
window on the side of a food truck. But as he looked over the menu items, 
the chef had moved on to the next person in line. Then he remembered a bit 
of information Isla bestowed on the group. 

She remade this from recordings, so if I had to guess, she just 
programmed these dummies or whatever they are to be stand-ins executing 
a routine and nothing more. Bummer. 

It had been such a lifelike experience up until this point, his 
immersion had been untouched. But now, with that front shattered, he 
realized there wasn’t any food to be had. That was until he noticed two 
sticks of meat lying on the counter in front of him. Matter of fact, he’d 


recalled the butts of the sticks sitting there, untouched, the entire time he 
was in line. 

Out of pure curiosity, he brought his hands up and placed them on 
the sticks. They were real, intractable objects in this false reality. And not 
only were they tangible, but they were familiar. These meats were from 
none other than a Schriek, the creatures he and Riley had sulked over only 
days before. 

The smell was putrid, but looked thoroughly cooked, even charred a 
bit. He closed his eyes and took a bite from one of the wavey slices of meat. 
A tear rolled down his cheek, as he’d wished Riley was there to enjoy this 
treat with him. But as another firework went off, he realized who the 
intended recipient of the other stick. 

Stepping down the road towards one of the other lakes, he watched 
and listened as more fireworks went off over the lake, each one exploding 
in a more complex pattern than the last. But with each firework, it became 
darker, and within the crowd, it was hard to make out discernible features of 
each individual. However, the girl he was looking for would no doubt stick 
out like a sore thumb. 

“But where could she be?” He spoke to himself, chewing off another 
small piece of meat. And there it was. The bolt of a thought struck him as he 
reminisced about their discussion earlier. Looking around at all the 
recreations of people, he doubled down his assumption. 

“Crap.” She 5 not anywhere near here. 

He’d remembered there being a third lake neighboring the others, 
but that third lake seemed smaller and off on its lonesome a bit. His pace 
quickened each step, with a wider stride than the last. And as he approached 
the third lake, he saw a pair of horns sticking out of the head of someone 
with their face pointed up at the sky. His steps became more silent as he 
approached the backside of the picnic table Rose was sitting at. 

But the fireworks stopped just long enough for her to hear the 
crunch of a twig breaking under his foot. She looked back to notice him, but 
didn’t run away this time. All he could think, nay, hope, is that she’d given 
up on running or ran out of energy. But it was true. This time, she allowed 
him to not only approach, but even sit down next to her to enjoy the show. 

“Here, I got this from one of the food stands. I’m almost positive 
Isla put these in here for us, so it’s not made by any humans.” 


“It doesn’t matter, it was touched by one, but PII take it this time.” 
Hunger broke through her prejudice. Rose took the stick of meat in hand 
and bit a piece off without hesitation. She seemed to not only know what it 
was, but had it before. “So, I take it you figured me out?” 

“Figured you out? Um... I don’t think that’s what you meant to say 
in this case, but ya. I kind of took your words and the way you’ve been 
treating me into account and viola.” 

“Va-la? I’ve never heard that one.” Though she was inquisitive, her 
gaze never left the sky. 

“Well, maybe I can teach you sometime... if you’d let me, of 
course.” 

“Lyca teaches me the stuff I need.” 

“I know Lyca’s been taking great care of you, I’m sure, but you 
know Lyca doesn’t know everything, right? No one does.” 

“No, Lyca knows everything I want to know, and that’s that.” 

“Well, you don’t know what you’d want to know if you don’t know 
about it?” Though he stumbled over his words, trying to process what he 
was trying to say, it didn’t pull away from the unchecked intensity he was 
adding out of frustration. 

“I don’t care. Actually, if you know it, I don’t want to know it!” 

“But you don’t know—” 

“I do know! All you know is killing and death and burning people 
and their things! Just because they aren’t a hundred percent human doesn’t 
mean they’re not a person!” 

“Oh... I mean... I didn’t know... I’m sorry. But I don’t do that. I 
won't do that, ever.” 

“T don’t care! And I won’t care, ever!” 

Anthony stared at the girl, who stood up from her seat staring back 
at him. But as their eyes finally locked on each other, the loudest explosion 
of the show went off, and it would be their last as a whine began, and lights 
fell over the both of them. 
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As Anthony fell, he kept his eye contact with Rose. However, it didn’t last 
long, as she landed on the table and his shoulder hit the edge, near miss 
sending him tumbling to the floor. 

“Ah, dammit!” He shouted out as his movements ceased, his pain 
receptors firing on all cylinders. 

“Holy shit! It worked! I mean, of course it worked, but never on the 
first try!” 

“Could you both watch your language? Rose, are you alright?” Lyca 
helped the girl off the table, checking her body for cuts and bruises. 

“Yeah, I’m okay,” she let out with a slit groan. 

“Anthony?” Lyca questioned as she stared down at the boy on the 
floor with the look only a disappointed mother could make. 

Catching the wind that was knocked out of him, he could only 
manage a “mhm.” 

“Great! Now, interviews!” Isla said, clicking a pen rapidly. She 
rushed over to the front door and waved her arm like an inviting 
receptionist. “Pll take you one at a time outside and scribble some notes, 
and then we’re all done!” 

“No, no way.” Lyca barked. She was drawing the line here. “They 
did what you wanted. Now fly off and get to work, pigeon.” 

“Look wolf, do you want me to find those kidnapping Kelly’s for 
you or not? The arrangement was that you help me, I help you, and a deal’s 
a deal until it’s not. So, are we doing this or what?” 

Anthony turned over and looked up at the argumentative pair. For 
once, he was glad for once that he wasn’t the center of the conversation. 
These two seem like they could go at it for hours if they didn’t kill each 
other first. After a few moments of pause, Isla’s cocky face remained 
unchanged. 

A tongue click echoed through the room. “Fine pelican, but I’m 
sitting with Rose while you flap your beak. We should both find out what 


kind of trauma you put her through in there. That way, PI be close enough 
to wring your neck when it’s said and done.” 

“But Lyca, it wasn’t—” Rose spoke up, but was swiftly silenced. 

“Enough Rose, come on.” The two made their move towards and 
out the front door. Anthony, his gaze now locked on Isla, watched as she 
stuck out her tongue at him, winking. 

“PII be back for you too, Sue.” He smiled at this, but as she walked 
her way out the exit, he laid his head back down. 

Her rhyming is really cute. 

Time passed, then more time passed. Yet, he didn’t move from his 
spot on the floor. Anthony adjusted his body from time to time, but didn’t 
leave from his general spot. And after waiting a lengthy while, the door 
swung open, and no light made its way. It seemed Isla took so long 
interviewing Rose that the moon was out, and the sky was black. 

“It’s night already?” 

“Are you still on the floor?” Isla approached the boy, now standing 
above him. 

“Figured I’d just get up when you told me it was my turn.” 

“Well, I would’ ve, but it looks like the girls aren’t coming back in. 
They pitched a tent outside and zipped it up. So, I guess it’s just you and me 
from here on.” 

Anthony’s heart skipped a few beats as perverted thoughts drowned 
out innocent ones. Before leaving the walls, the most action he’d gotten was 
the porno magazine Bradley swiped from one of his locker mates. But now 
he contemplated if being outside was actually all that bad. Ever since he 
left, women have surrounded him. Riley, Lyca, and now Isla. Not to 
mention, Isla beats out every girl in that old magazine by a mile. 

But as his mind danced, the girl grabbed a chair, and slid it over to 
his feet, sitting on it backwards. Both her white and hazel eyes scanned his 
sprawled out body. She held a notepad in one hand and a piece of what 
looked like a sharp piece of charcoal with the other. She spread out her 
black wings over the head of the chair, and from his angle, they looked 
stunning. 

“So I assume your experience was about the same as hers?” 

“Wha... um... no. We separated pretty early, so I guess Pl start 
there.” And he did. He began with the details of the lake and people. The 


sounds, the sights, and even the taste of the food. Even when his immersion 
broke, but reassuring that it was only once. Detail after detail, they all 
spilled out, being followed by notes Isla was making on her pad. 

But soon, there were no more details to tell. Anthony had spilt every 
last one. 

“Welp, sounds like it was a success.” Isla said, wiping the sweat 
from her brow with a sigh of exhaustion. After she’d placed the charcoal 
down, they glanced at each other, but Anthony couldn’t hold in his chuckle. 
A look of confusing crossed her face, but the boy pointed at her forehead. 

“You have a little smudge there.” He said, failing to contain his 
giggles. Isla flipped her arm over to the clean side, rubbing it against her 
face. The boy rolled over, covering his mouth. “You’re so into your work, 
you bring it home.” 

Sure enough, she brought her arm away and saw a black smear of 
coal all over the back of her arm. Looking at her, he felt bad for pointing 
out this mishap as the girl pouted about her blunder. Suddenly, Isla 
shuttered her wings and jumped on him. Anthony knew to block his face, as 
she had schemed a typical revenge plot against him. 

After a few rounds of smudge fights concluded, the two separated, 
but stayed cross legged on the floor. 

““You’re sure it was a success?” 

“I mean, totally. There are a few things that need further 
development to be truly immersive, and not to mention the major bug with 
the remote release not working. But other than those two, I’d say it’s an 
achievement for sure.” 

Anthony sat in silence, recalling the details once more, before 
conjuring what he felt was a very important question. “Hey, Isla. What’s all 
this for anyway?” 

“Hm?” She looked back at him, recoiling from what seemed like a 
daydream. “Oh, well, I mean, other than science and it being pretty freaking 
cool. I’m... um... pretty dang lonely, man.” 

Isla reached her hand back, rubbing her neck as if she were ashamed 
at her answer, and an uncertainty that came with her frown. “It’s been 
awhile since I’ve talked to anyone but myself, so I guess making a thing, a 
world, is kind of like keeping my mind busy. Plus, you should see some of 
the stuff P ve been watching.” The girl jumped and began shuffling around a 


couple of conjoined plastic crates she was using as a shelf above her desk. 
“I keep my favorites up here. Some of them are more memories made by 
people at the time, and others are movies, like scripts and stuff. But 
watching this stuff, listening to the people on them, makes me feel a little 
less lonely.” 

Anthony sat up, and as he did, he witnessed something he felt 
wasn’t meant for him. A tear rolled down Isla’s cheek. But then, another 
liquid formed, this time, not from her eye, but from her nose, a stream of 
blood. 

“Isla? You okay?” Anthony jumped to his feet, walking up to the girl 
raising his hand to touch her forehead. 

“Huh? What do you—” But she didn’t have time to respond as her 
cheeks turned red at the touch of the boy’s hand against her skin. “And here 
I thought I was going to be the one making the moves.” 

But Anthony didn’t hear her attempted joke, as he brought his other 
hand up to her cheek, reaching to wipe the blood from her nose. But before 
he could, he paused, realizing he was acting too forward with someone he 
barely knew. “I’m sorry! But you have blood running from your nose.” 

“Oh, that’s all it was?” She laughed, backing off a bit to grab a dirty 
cloth. “It happens sometimes, not sure why though. But wow, you really 
jumped on me there. Are you a doctor or something?” 

“Oh... no. I just read too many books, I guess, and I just feel really 
comfortable around you.” 

“Huh, you don’t say? Well then, that’ ll make me a lot less nervous 
to ask this next part.” She finished wiping her face, set the cloth down, and 
grabbed both of the boys’ wrist. “Will you stay here with me?” 

“What?” His mouth stopped making sounds, his breath ran from his 
lungs, but didn’t reenter. This felt so random, so out of nowhere, he wasn’t 
sure what to say. 

“Look, I’m going to be super direct with you. I need someone here 
to help me with my studies. And it’s not like you’ll be my torture subject or 
anything. I’m super safe all the time. Minimal errors, mostly. Oh, oh! And 
I'll feed you. I’m really good at hunting and okay at cooking. The meat! 
The meat you had in the tele-bob, I made that! Wasn’t it good? I smoke it, 
that’s how it’s so good! Wasn’t it good, Anthony? You can have that every 
day! And also... and also... I... um... I like you. I mean, I don’t like like you 


because we barely know each other, but you’re super awesome, and you can 
only get more super awesome, right? I’m right, aren’t I? So I’m sure it 
won’t be much time till I like like you anyway.” 

“Wow, Isla! Take a breath, please. There’s a multitude of reasons—” 
But the girl only grew more eccentric. Gripping his wrists tighter and 
guiding him over to her workstation. 

“And we can create things together.” Isla let go of one of his wrists, 
putting down and the myriad of scraps and cables strewn across the table. 
“And... and our names will go down in history. Oh, and they’ll be in books! 
I always wanted my name to published in a book, with a hard cover and 
everything, that’ll be so cool. And if you like like me back, maybe you’ll 
even hear me out on another thing, and we can be together, but that’s too far 
away to know, and I don’t want to scare you away so I’d never tell you now. 
Unless you agree that you’Il never leave, then maybe I’ I] think about it.” 

Anthony’s nerves were shaking him senseless. The vibrations within 
her grasp were obvious, yet she didn’t acknowledge it. Within her quick 
gasps of air, she’d let out stuttered sentences, the ideas conveyed by her 
words not fully comprehensive. It was hard to tell, under the dim lighting of 
the room, but it almost seemed she was turning blue in the face. 

“Isla, please stop. You’re gonna—” But it was too late. His fear 
came to fruition. Isla collapsed, feathers and all, into his arms. Luckily, the 
girl was light. She might as well be as light as a feather, even for someone 
lacking in muscle, such as Anthony. Panicked, he looked over her face, but 
to his surprise, her eyes were open. 

Anthony helped her into the other room, hosting a bed and 
bookshelves. There was a dim LED light on the nightstand. And even 
though it lit up the room, it remained too dark to read any of the titles, but it 
didn’t matter as long there wasn’t another work desk to get her mind racing 
again. After helping her into bed, he grabbed the chair she’d be 
interviewing him from earlier and slid it beside her bed. 

Isla slowly turned her head, looking at him and let out a soft, “hi.” 

Anthony returned her playful greeting, but he knew he’d let his 
worry slip in his tone. “Is there anything I can get you?” 

“No, that’s okay. This happens sometimes when I get overly excited. 
But could you just listen? I need to try to express to you what I feel, and I'll 
try to stay calm as I do so.” 


The boy nodded his head in response. 

“T... lost my marbles when I realized you were a human and that you 
had halves for companions,” she said. “There were always rumors that 
prejudice was a species related thing, and yet, my own people showed me 
that halflings are capable of the hate I’d heard humans dish out. But then, I 
met you, and you treat me with respect, and I thought maybe... just maybe, 
you’d accept me.” 

Anthony’s gut tightened as he watched the girl break down and sob 
into her wings. 

“But there’s no way you’d accept me,” she said between chokes of 
sadness. “You'll never accept me. Halves are one thing, but me... Pm a 
completely different monster. They never accepted me. My parents, my 
family, my mates. No one... No one will ever...” 

The boy knew he had to do something. After his track record with 
Rose, he felt intervening would only make things worse. But even with 
Rose, he broke through her wall during their time in the simulation, even if 
it was only a microscopic crack. And if trying to help meant he could do the 
same thing for Isla, it would be unforgivable to not at least try. 

“Isla, I accept you for who you are.” Raising his hand, he gently 
stroked the many black feathers of her wings, then placed his palm atop her 
head. “There’s no reason for me not to, you’re way too awesome.” 

After a few hiccups made their way through her gasping breaths, she 
muttered. “You don’t know me. Not yet, anyway.” 

He shook his head. “Well yeah, I don’t know much, but from what I 
do know, you’re the coolest cat around town. Well... bird.” 

After letting out a snicker, he was half expecting for it to be 
reciprocated, but instead, he received more thought-provoking words. “Are 
you sure? Then... if I tell you, will you stay?” 

He paused for a moment, but he already knew his answer, long 
before they found themselves in this situation. “I’m... sorry Isla, but like I 
was trying to tell you, I have to go with them. For more than one reason.” 

“Tt’s that wolf, isn’t it?” She said, looking away from him. “You like 
her or something, right?” 

“Isla... she’s like twenty something. I’m only sixteen. I’d get in 
super trouble with my uncle if I liked her, even more so if she liked me.” 


“You're sixteen?!” Isla sat up on the bed in front of Anthony, wiping 
the snot draining from her nose. “Well, I’m seventeen! That’s perfect!” 

“No, it’s not Isla. I said I’m going with them for a lot of reasons.” 

“Well, I can’t just come with you. All of my stuff’s here.” 

He figured as much; she seemed like the type of person that lived 
where the work was. And with it being a lot of equipment, there’s no way 
traveling would be feasible. “I’m not asking you to come with us.” 

“Wait, do you already know? Is that why you don’t want to be 
around me?” 

The puzzlement on Anthony’s face stretched further than ever 
before. “What are you talking about, Isla? What do I know?” 

She paused for a moment, looking deep into the boy’s eyes. 
Hesitation lingered in the air, as both of them didn’t know what to do or say 
next. But in the end, Isla’s chest lifted with an enormous sigh of defeat as 
she pulled up the bit of tank top that covered the waistline of her shorts. 
Anthony looked, but not for more than a moment as he felt this was some 
sort of seduction tactic to scramble his clear thinking. 

“Anthony, if you really accept me, I need you to look, okay?” 

“You... you’re just trying to jar my brain up!” His face was apple 
red, his words without unity. 

“I’m not trying to seduce you. I was never trying to seduce you.” 
She signaled to the boy that she was sincere when she said, “I just need you 
to look.” The facade of determination she wore now shattered. 

Anthony looked at her face once more, then looked down at the area 
her hand was holding. Her thumb was holding the waistband of her shorts 
down a short distance from the rigid marks they’d left on her skin. His eyes 
trailed down the soft looking black panties she was wearing, but something 
seemed a miss. He pondered for a moment, continuing his stare before 
realizing there was a bulge hidden under her garments. 

“You... you’re a guy?!” He didn’t mean to shout, but he couldn’t 
help it. Isla quickly jumped at him, covering his mouth with her hand. 

“Sh... sh... sh... no, no. I’m not a guy, not fully anyway. I’m a 
hermaphrodite. I have both things. See? I mean, I’d show you, but I’m... too 
embarrassed. But I look at myself as a girl, I mean, my looks are a girls, so I 
just accept it that way. Okay? No need to treat me any differently or 
anything. I’m a girl, okay?” 


Anthony, staring up at Isla, listened to her words, but didn’t 
comprehend them. Heck, he wasn’t sure how to comprehend any of what he 
just witnessed. And he wasn’t sure how to even start. The only thing his 
body let him do was knock her hand off his mouth in a fit of confusion. Isla 
fell back on the bed as the smack rang out through the hut, though he didn’t 
mean to hit Isla that hard. 

But as he went to apologize, it was too late. The damage had been 
done. Isla looked at him, bewildered, then disappointed. She stood up from 
the bed, pulling her shorts up, and walked into the other room, sitting at her 
computer. They shared no more words as Anthony walked past her and 
made his way out the front door to join Lyca and Rose in the tent. 
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It was an hour out from dawn breaking, and Anthony hadn’t been able to 
fall back asleep since Lyca had unclipped the tent some time before that. 
Every five minutes, he heard footsteps outside. But they never trailed off for 
too long, which reassured him they were hers. Confronting her about their 
disagreement yesterday was the very first item on his priority list, even 
above rescuing Riley. Without her, he’d be dead in a ditch somewhere, or 
worse, digested. 

Anthony inched his way towards the flap of the tent, careful not to 
wake up the dragon a second day in a row. Fastening the metal clip holding 
the pieces of nylon together, the boy looked over at the pair of white fluffy 
ears, brightened by the moonlight. Lyca returned his stare as he approached, 
but turned back to fiddling with her sack strap. The distance closed between 
the two, but his thoughts fell flat on ideas about how to strike up the 
conversation. And with the aura she gave off, he knew better than to expect 
the individual he hurt to be the one to start. 

“Ant...” she said, breaking his conjecture. “Do you just trust 
everyone you meet, or bullshit your way around someone’s logic when they 
point out a flaw in yours?” 

The remarks flying at him froze him in place. It was hard to pinpoint 
a tone, but Lyca sounded tired, her words cold. The stare below her 
furrowing brow remained unbroken from her pack. Lifting a knife from 
within, she grabbed one of the sack’s straps, and with hands that would rival 
a surgeon’s, she shaved away loose threads. Anthony swore he had no 
reason to fear this woman, but at this moment, it was all he felt. 

“You didn’t have any trouble listening back in the village,” she said. 
“So, why aren’t you answering my question?” 

“Lyca, I don’t know what you want me to say.” He didn’t stutter, but 
his voice was shaky. 

Finishing the trimming of her bag, she set the knife in her lap and 
looked up. As the sun approached the horizon, the stars blended more with 
the sky. 


“The more I think about it, I realize there’s a reason the appreciation 
is one sided. I may’ve told you that I bathed you, clothed you, mashed your 
food so that I could feed you, but you weren’t awake for any of that.” 
Finally, she rose, placing her knife back in the bag and approached 
Anthony. Though they shared a tender moment together, he never realized 
that when she stood straight, he looked up at her. “But let me reassure you. 
I’ve done so much for you and that little girl in there. And I would love a 
some more gratitude than what I’m getting.” 

“I appreciate you, Lyca. And I’m sure Rose does too.” The thought 
occurred to wave his hands in defense, but he felt moving even an inch 
might make things worse. 

“Really? Cause after all ’ve done, I felt a connection between us. 
Hell, I even let myself go in front of you, tears and all. And all I get is a 
half-assed compliment to share with some girl you just met? Sure doesn’t 
feel like appreciation.” 

There it was, the callback to when he screwed up. In the moment, 
the reassuring words of “being genuine” felt like the best response to her 
woes, but her reaction let him know how wrong he was. Something to 
correct this misstep in their partnership needed to be said. The boy tried to 
think, but her breaths hitting against his forehead made his thoughts cloudy. 

Suddenly, the emotions Isla poured before him during and after their 
discussion next to the bed popped into his mind. This entire time, he’d just 
been pushing people away, judging before they spoke the first sentence. 
Was this the issue? Entering the plains expecting nothing but wrong doers 
and swindlers, when everyone out here deserves a chance too? 

That 8 it... no more bullshitting myself. Everyone deserves a chance. 

“Lyca,” Anthony said, straightening his stance and looking her in 
the eyes. “I think you’re beautiful!” 

The woman lost her icy demeanor as she took a step back. The 
corners of her lips twitched as her ears pointed to the sky. 

“Beautiful, and caring, and you’re a skilled cook!” He continued, his 
words echoing. “I can’t thank you enough for finding me and taking care of 
me. And offering to come with me to find Riley is so selfless. I’m half 
tempted to make you a medal in your honor!” 

Lyca stepped back after every compliment. The gratuity he handed 
out melted her seriousness. 


“Not to mention everything you’ve done for Rose, you’re the best 
mom of—” 

“Lyca, what’s goin’ on? Are you fighting with him?” 

By the time he looked back, the woman was already past him, 
tending to the little one coming out of the tent. “No, it’s okay, sweetie. 
We’re just having a little talk. Now come on, let’s get packed up.” 

Later that day, the three towed their equipment in pursuit of their 
targets. The shadow of a winged girl flying above fell in front of them. 
Thankfully, with Isla scoping, the group stayed out of trouble so far. But 
with the time they’d lost resting and helping her out with her tests, Anthony 
felt they’d lost their opportunity. That notion weighed on his mind for the 
past two hours. 

“Hey, Lyca.” 

“If you’re gonna say what I think you’re gonna say, it’d be best if 
you don’t,” she said, flinging the sweat from her brow with her ball cap. 

“Yeah... okay.” 

“He thinks they’re gone, Lyca.” Rose let out the words with her 
exhausted exhale. 

The fox let out a sigh. “I know, I know. I’m feeling the same way. 
And I’m sure the birds tired too.” She fiddled with her ear for a moment 
before slapping her leg. “Alright, how about we make a deal? If we can’t 
pick up on the trail in the next hour, we’ll call it quits and head back to the 
village, okay?” 

The two younger companions didn’t respond, but they knew they 
had to keep going whether or not they wanted to. Luckily for them, Isla had 
spared some extra water she stored for herself, but even that would not last 
much longer under the beating sun. Though that was something they 
wouldn’t have to deal with in a few more hours. 

Isla had informed them of a sprawl of storm clouds coming up from 
behind them. That was why they couldn’t stop for any amount of time. It 
would knock their eyes out of the sky, at least until the storm passed. And if 
that happened, they’d lose the individuals they were attempting to find. 

“Hey! Hey!” Isla shouted, but then covered her mouth. Tilting back 
her wings, she descended to the group. Once she was within range, she 
shouted again, “I think I see them!” 


All three of their faces perked up into the best smile they could 
muster, Rose even letting out a gleeful “finally!” 

“What'd you see?” Lyca said, curbing her expectations. After all, 
there was still the possibility that Isla’s description of the perpetrators didn’t 
line up. 

“Well, let me ask you this. Are you following people with a tamed 
mixling?” 

“Mixling? You mean a vonju? That has to be them!” 

“That’s what I was afraid of.” As Isla landed on the ground in front 
of the group, she winced and brought her hand up, pinching the bridge of 
her nose in what seemed to be frustration. “I think I know who you’re 
chasing after, and it’s not the greatest idea in the world.” 

“You know them? That seems like that could be helpful.” 

“No! You don’t understand. I made something for that guy. Olly. 
And I only know him. I don’t know the people he works with other than 
they either capture or kill.” 

“Well, that sucks, but it’s just confirmation of info we already had.” 
Anthony chimed in, plopping down on the ground. “You made something 
for him?” 

“Huh? Oh, yeah. He’s a scientist, not a computer one, but like 
chemistry and biology or whatever. Kind of wicked stuff to know 
nowadays. Cities would kill to have someone like him. But he’s set up out 
here somewhere. And that’s about the extent of my knowledge.” 

“Well, we appreciate everything, Isla. Thank you so much again. 
Where were they headed?” 

Isla made a gesture. “About a day or so away in that direction, but 
I’m telling you, you don’t know what you’re getting yourselves into.” 

“We’ll take our chances. Come on Ant, Rose.” The little girl 
followed immediately, while Anthony struggled to get back up. Isla 
approached him, reaching out her hand. 

After the way I treated her... and she still offers to help me? I have to 
say something. 

“Hey, Isla. l m—” 

“Don’t sweat it, champ. I know... I shouldn’t have just dumped that 
on you and for that, I’m sorry.” 

“But... I really shouldn’t have done what I did.” 


“No... Ant, I can see it in your eyes. You mean well, but deep inside, 
you’re just like everyone else, scared. But everyone has a reason for being 
that way. However, because you’re so special, you get to have two. One, is 
you take everything at face value. Questioning whatever it may be, but 
never digging too deep. The other is you care too much about the small 
stuff. It’s not a bad thing, and it’s not something that will get you killed 
every time, but it will bite you in the ass one day.” Isla pulled Anthony to 
his feet, looked him in the eyes. After brushing some hair behind his ear, 
she placed her palm on his cheek. “Invest some time in getting to know 
those around you and don’t let the little things in life trip you up.” 

The teen slide her satchel to the front and slipped her hand inside. 
Shuffling around, she pulled out the small device that led them to their first 
encounter and handed it to him. “Take this advice, and this device, and I’m 
sure I’ll see you again someday. After all, I still need that test dummy.” 

She stuck her tongue out at Anthony, then spread her wings and 
soared past him. He turned to watch her leave, as one black feather floated 
down in front of him. Snatching it from the air, he placed it in his back 
pocket and continued on his journey. 
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The humidity weighed on their bodies, thick and hot. Even within the 
shaggy tent, the air was hard to swallow. With their sweat pooling in the 
divots on the nylon floor, it was clear that the rain was both a blessing and a 
curse. Blessing as the opportunity to quench their thirst and collect 
replacement water for the empty bottles. The curse being just how damn 
uncomfortable it was. And with the tossing and turning, even if there was 
sleep to be had, it’d be of extremely poor quality. Typically, adventurers 
would keep close to each other in a blizzard to keep warm. However, Lyca, 
Anthony, and Rose laid as far apart from each other as possible. 

But the heat wasn’t the only problem on each individual’s mind. For 
Lyca, the tundra colored fox-girl; it was the woes of weakness and 
vulnerability she was feeling towards her male traveling companion. 
Anthony, the human, voiced his concern about the memories of the raid and 
the inevitable confrontation they’d have to face in the coming days. And for 
Rose, the dragon-girl with scales the color of soot, murmured her 
displeasure with having to sleep within the proximity of this human boy. 

Anxiety filled the tent, but Lyca tried to keep her mind busy by 
focusing on one thing. The crank light inside the tent dimming. Every time 
this happened, she threw out her hand, picked it up, whined the handle, and 
set it back down. Then her eyes would wander, scanning the boy each time 
she rejuvenated the light. She peppered her glance over the strands of 
brown hair and, since he was busy staring up at the tent’s ceiling; she tried 
her best to make out the details of his face. 

Though she didn’t want to admit her addiction, she’d been 
maintaining this pattern of staring at the pale vanilla figure for over a half- 
hour now. The feeling of wanting to say something to catch the boy’s 
attention was welling up inside her. Her thoughts mulled over any topic she 
could bring up to spark conversation. That’s when she noticed something 
odd. Anthony was still wearing his shoes. Not only that, but the leg attached 
to it bounced with no desirable pattern. 

“Hey Ant, is something the matter?” 


Wait... did it slip out again? I mean, we’re close now. I shouldnt 
need to watch what I call him. She s gone and it shouldnt always remind 
him of her. 

“Well...” He said in a hush tone. “I’m probably just being paranoid 
or over-analytical or whatever, but one of the guys back at the village, he 
responded to the name Dee.” Anthony continued to glare unblinkingly at 
the roof. But she knew it wasn’t the tarp he was watching, but every detail 
of the attack back at the house. 

“And?” Lyca responded, propping her head with her hand. With her 
stare becoming more elevated, she hoped Anthony would turn and confide 
in her face to face, but no luck. 

“One of my siblings back in the city. Well, I mean... before he left. 
His name was Donny.” 

“That’s a pretty far out idea. It’s an enormous world out there. Your 
brother could be anywhere. Do you really think it was him?” 

“Well, I don’t know. I’ve been trying to remember the tones of the 
voices I’d heard during the attack, but I’m not sure I remember any of them 
sounding familiar. And it doesn’t help that l’d hit my head during it all.” 

“Wait! You hit your head? And you didn’t tell me?” Lyca jumped up 
onto her knees, leaning towards Anthony. Placing her hands on both of his 
cheeks, she turned his head in every direction she could to inspect the 
mentioned wound. “Sit up so I can see. Here, get in the light. Where is it? 
Does it still hurt?” 

With a huff, Rose crossed her arms and turned away from the two. 
Of course, Lyca had checked out several scrapes and bumps on Rose, just 
like this. The jealously of these two felt all too familiar. 

Rose forced a cough and voiced her issue. “Some of us are tryin’ 
asleep, you know!” 

Lyca felt a motherly instinct kick in. Reaching over, she patted the 
girl’s head. 

“I’m sorry, Rose. You get some sleep. We’ll be quiet, and it’s ’trying 
to sleep,’ okay?” 

Rose rolled over and huffed again, sticking her tongue out at 
Anthony. But with his head being held down to the lamp, he wasn’t able to 
catch it, but Lyca did. 


But she felt reprimanding her further wouldn’t do any good. Instead, 
she continued to search Anthony’s head as he complied with her demands 
of his positioning. 

“You mentioned you had siblings, as in plural. How many do you 
have if you don’t mind me asking?” She’d whispered to him softly near his 
ear, opting to comply with Rose’s demands. 

“Of course not, I guess I don’t mind you asking me anything since 
we’re traveling together and all — Ow!” He exclaimed quietly, seeming 
more like a joke instead of a sign that something was wrong. “I have two 
brothers from the family that took me in, and a blood-related sister, though I 
never met her.” 

“Oh wow! I actually don’t know if I have any siblings. I had... um, 
never mind.” 

No... he’s not ready for that. 

“No, no, you can’t do that! I’m spilling secrets you’ve gotta spill, 
too!” As Anthony spoke, Rose let out another childish growl as she tussled 
with the jacket Lyca had given her to use as a pillow. He gave Lyca an 
apologetic glance before she raised her finger to her lips, playfully shushing 
him. 

Lyca weighed her options, but she knew it wasn’t the right time or 
place. Plus, adding Rose to the equation convinced her of the decision she 
made all the more concrete. Even though he’d already seen terrifying 
things, the world was a far more dangerous place than he’d realized yet, and 
she felt it best to keep that false image going a little longer. 

Running her fingers through his hair, she found it extremely oily, but 
she didn’t mind. It was only natural. Anthony’s eyes seemed to have trouble 
staying open, her faint smile growing larger with each attempt he made to 
stay awake. 

“So, your siblings, what’re their names?” 

That night, they’d continued to share a quiet conversation all the 
way until Anthony dozed off. She was happy that all he needed was a head 
rub to calm his him, but Lyca had no same luxury. She stayed up to 
continue her strokes as she watched over the two defenseless bodies that 
were now responsible for keeping her together. 
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The next morning, the crew packed up and set on their way. They’d been 
following for almost two days now. Luckily, the trail of footprints had 
maintained their visibility through the persistent rainfall. Even when the 
tracks would turn up faint, they’d quicken their pace, and find the marks 
fresh once more. It appeared the people ahead of them maintained the same 
sleep cycle as their own. 

That theory made its way into the world of facts as they noticed 
traces of a small camp. Logs lied about with a dead truck or two off in the 
distant woods that ran up the nearby hill. A pile of soot sat between the 
triangular orientated wood that purposed the idea of benches. The occupiers 
of which made repetitive impressions in the mud, most of them average 
adult tennis shoe and boot sizes, but others were large four toed paws. 
Those paw tracks led in and out of the forest several times, following the 
same path to the black pile of ash. 

Anthony thought about tossing the idea out to Lyca to see what she 
thought they were using the vonju for, but the signs were a bit too obvious. 
Then, beyond the sound of rain, he heard rushing water just beyond their 
location. It probably belonged to a stream, and if the water quality checked 
out, it would be a superb find, one they surely wouldn’t want to lose track 
of. 

“Huh, we must have missed the first camp somehow,” Lyca said. 
Anthony approached her, seeing that she was poking around the ground, 
finding traces of animal bones sticking out of the grass. She even noticed a 
tiny pile of black dust. Scooping some onto her finger, she brought it to her 
nose, then waved it in front of him. Anthony knew that smell. It had a hint 
of metallic to its scent. The smell even reminded him of burnt meat. 

Rose laid her tail over the back of the log and threw herself down. 
The length of the lizard tail growing from her tailbone was practically half 
her height. It must’ve been a pain dragging it around and tending to its 
position her whole life. 


But he felt it best to mind his own business until he could make 
amends. But Rose, attentive as ever, seemed to notice the human staring at 
her and immediately growled. 

At this rate, I’m never going to change her mind about me. 

The feeling of defeat was slowly consuming Anthony. But instead of 
giving up, Isla’s confidence in him during her confession filled his mind. 
He didn’t want to give up on another person. This party was going to be 
together for the foreseeable future, and he felt trust was going to be the key. 
So, this had to be it. This was going to be his last attempt at understanding 
the girl and mending their cooperation. 

And if theres no way to fix what I’ve done... I won t be a burden any 
longer. I'll try to find Riley myself. 

Anthony stepped in the girl’s direction, but then froze to the call of 
Lyca. 

“Ant, can you help me look around some more? Maybe they’d left 
some extra supplies buried.” 

He turned back to the sight of a drooping tail digging around the 
grass. “You think this could be some sort of checkpoint for them?” 

“If you want to take it that far, sure.” She continued looking around 
the other log across from the one Rose was sitting on. Someone had laid the 
logs intentionally, that was a sure fact, but none of it seemed like a 
permanent place of operation. No, he was sure their monster that acted as 
the wildlife equivalent to heavy-duty machinery made these brutish cuts 
and teeth marks. 

But maybe it was best to indulge the thought of finding hidden 
supplies. There could’ve even been supplies dropped on the path, if they’d 
been looking closer. However, one thing that puzzled him, he wasn’t sure 
why’d they place the logs so far out, in the shape of a triangle no less. Was 
it cause they could, or maybe they weren’t afraid of anyone noticing them 
with that big brute around? 

Or were they keeping an eye out for anyone trailing them? 

“Hey, Lyca?” Anthony inquired aloud as he approached the third 
and final log. “You’re aware they used that vonju to do this, aren’t you? I 
mean, they no doubt tamed that fully mutated human, after all.” 

“I’m not sure what’s going on here, but we better hurry and get back 
to tracking.” 


Anthony felt bad for asking that question. He didn’t mean to put 
Lyca’s intelligence into question. He knew she had her head on straight, but 
he wasn’t sure if she had thought of that or not. The ability to train a vonju 
was still a new discovery, and they hadn’t discussed how they were going to 
deal with it. Though it seemed he gave Lyca something to think about, that 
or she was exhausted, as she took a seat on the log. Anthony matched her 
action and now they all sat facing one another. 

However, the thought still bothered him. 

They couldn t have done extensive enough training to trigger 
communicative abilities, could they? 

Anthony leaned back and looked at the back side of the last downed 
tree. To his surprise, he found two interesting items. However, with these 
new discoveries, he’d decided to not shout out his findings but concocted a 
plan to win over Rose. 

He approached the young lady sitting with her cheeks in her palms, 
pouting per usual. But no matter how bored she seemed, he was sure she 
was glad to be off her feet and what he found would only add to that 
happiness. 

Rose noticed him approaching with his arms behind his back. She 
wiggled to get up, but Anthony was already in front of her. 

“Hey, Rose. I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot more than once, 
but look at what I found for you.” She didn’t entirely acknowledge him, but 
she kept a close side-eye on the boy as he brought one of his arms forward. 
“Tt’s a fox mask!” 

Anthony brought the kitsune mask up to his face and displayed it as 
a mannequin would at a storefront. Rose’s face lit up with joy, as if she’d 
just fallen in love with it as a child would a new toy. She grabbed onto the 
white mask decorated with red stripes and pulled it eagerly from his grasp. 
Wrapping her fingers around the elastic band, she pulled it over both of her 
horns to the back of her head. She let the plastic material rest against her 
forehead and looked up at the gift giver. 

Though the face of the fox seemed mischievous and deceiving, he 
could tell she was smiling at him from underneath. A smile grew across his 
face as well as he fought the urge to pat her head. Besides, he didn’t want to 
push his luck and risk getting cut again. Instead, he brought his other 
surprise from around his back. 


“Now you're just like Lyca! And look. I got a helmet for myself.” 

Holes punched in the mask’s eyes allowed him to make out her eyes 
underneath. He could see that she was in awe as he placed the helmet on his 
head. “What’s the colors for?” She asked, excited curiosity in her tone. 

“Well, they used the design for the military fighting in the winter. 
It’s to help their hide better in the snow. Though, I guess it isn’t much help 
out here with all this green grass.” 

This was it. They’d finally made a connection, and the mask 
couldn’t be more perfect. As he was teaching, he watched her squinting his 
eyes with a smile as if to mimic how he’d remembered cartoon foxes 
looking from the region the mask originated. 

For the first time, they shared a beautiful moment together. 

Then, a loud thunder-like noise erupted from the woods from behind 
them. Blood abruptly shot out from within the backside of Anthony’s newly 
found helmet and splattered onto Rose’s mask. 
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The clanging of steel chains bounced off the trunks of the trees nearby. The 
prisoner’s groans quieted as the hairy black beast leading them looked back 
was a drooling snarl. Turns out witnessing the leader of the chain gang 
being turned into a snack was enough incentive to prevent constant 
complaints. Dee knew his leader Olly found it unnecessary and 
disappointing that he’d shot their guest. But the last time one of their 
friends got jumped by people they were escorting, the people shot her. So 
he held onto the hope that Olly understood the circumstance. 

But the emotions of his leader didn’t stop him from asking 
something of him, though with bated breath. “Olly, can’t we set up for 
camp?” Dee said with his thick southern accent his mama gave him. 

“I suppose so. I’ll gather up some defenses. Chin, gather some food 
and supplies while the sun’s still out.” Chen spat on the ground as he 
marched up the hill and into the woods. Dee knew Chen hated the way Olly 
pronounced his name, but he never attempted to correct him. After all, 
Olly’s father sheltered his family after the bombs fell. They’d just moved 
from across seas and lost their house in the first couple of weeks. Though 
Chen’s family found their own way after he was born, it was only a 
coincidence his two crew-mates reunited afterwards. 

Olly, his grizzly gray hairs atop his almond chin seemed stiffer than 
usual, as he continued, “Oh, and Dennis. Try not to kill any more of our 
guests while we’re gone.” 

Dee, the youngster of the three, gave a nervous yet reassuring nod 
while straightening up his A-TACS military camo uniform. Turning to the 
individuals, Dee now counted six. It was his duty to keep watch of them, 
but it was painful. At times, they’d whisper to him, pleads and bargains to 
let them go. Others would scream and shout. “We’re being kidnapped! 
Help! Fire!” 

They didn’t understand that Olly, Chen and he were trying to help 
them by guiding them to a safer place. The Plains were no place for people 
to live out the rest of their days only to be consumed by creatures or their 


neighbors. But even after explaining what their objective was, the self 
labelled prisoners were begging to be eaten to get it over with. That’s what 
the last guy was whispering before he tried to kill Dee with his own gun. 

Now, his hand laid down for all to see. The individuals were aware 
of his empty assault rifle, and even acutely aware that he had a hidden pistol 
for emergencies. Dee tried to help the individuals to sit down, but as 
always, they pushed him away. It was tough to be considerate, and much 
easier to wave the gun barrel around until they did what he said, though it 
gave him a sickly feeling. 

Eventually, they took their seats, and he set down his backpack. He 
shuffled around the contents in search of a change of face. He grabbed onto 
the beige military cap he was wearing and stuffed it away, now resting a 
plague doctor mask atop his head, the beak pointing to the sky. There were 
a few vacuums, sealed bags of smoked meat and factory sealed granola 
bars, but the number of masks far outnumbered the amenities. 

Olly guided the vonju to and from the woods several times. The 
tamed creature’s jaws were extremely handy in moving heavy objects, such 
as trees, with ease. And it was Dee’s job to trim the branches off of the 
fallen trees so they could be placed flat if cover was needed. Chen returned 
after the had been built and maintained through the early hours of nightfall. 
After dismounting from his beast, Olly whispered to the guests. Dee knew 
not to easy drop when the boss was talking, but curiosity was a natural 
impulse for most. But he couldn’t hear the conversation over Chen skinning 
and cooked the few animals he caught using his bow. 

“So you really think a bow is better just because you can make the 
ammo?” 

“Easily,” Chen replied to Dee without hesitation. “I can make ammo 
with ease. Without machinery, can you say the same for your rifle?” 

This wasn’t the first time they’d had the conversation, and Chen was 
right with all his previous points. You can make ammo as long as you had 
something to shape wood with, and it was much more quiet than any gun 
without a makeshift silencer. Still, Dee couldn’t see himself using a bow 
over a gun. 

Chen prodded the logs with one of the wooden arrows he’d 
handcrafted. “I use the arrow because I can retrieve it or make another. If 
you miss a shot, what’ Il you do?” 


“True, but if I land that one shot, it’s way more powerful than your 
arrow.” 

“If you landed the shot in the right spot, a person would find them 
self on the ground from both. Not to mention, a bullet’s usually clear 
without modification. I dip the tip of an arrow in shit, I may not kill the 
person right away, but an infection is hard to cure out here.” He smiled 
looking at the arrow tip blackened by the flame. “My gram taught me that 
one.” 

You can change a bullets attributes as well, but I really don t want to 
piss him off. He might not let me eat if I do. 

Dee stopped his interrogation and returned to his silent state, 
listening to the crackling of the campfire in front of him. The black man, 
who seemed more built than overweight, sat down on the grass between the 
two scrawny men. He laid his hands on each of their shoulders as he looked 
into the pile of engulfed lumber. 

“I just want to say thank you boys for joining me on this journey. 
After losing all the others... well, I just don’t know how I would’ve gotten 
here without you two.” He shook their shoulders and relaxed against the 
logs. 

“It’d go a lot faster if we had two of those mangy mutts.” 

“How many times I gotta tell you boy. You have two of those beasts 
around one another, it doesn’t matter how much you train them, they’! tear 
each other bloody.” 

The boss was right, he’d told him several times, but the thought of 
them all riding their own steeds also overwrote that lesson. 

Silence fell over the group for a while, but Chen seemed aching to 
come forward. 

“Olly, do you really have that much faith in your science?” 

“Science has explained everything in our lives. Faith? No. But I 
believe my research has us on the right path.” 

Chen replied without hesitation. “Though you base your actions on 
science, you do not think of the loss of faith that comes with it.” 

“Chen, I gave up on faith a long time ago.” Silence fell over the 
group. Dee felt this was the best outcome. He didn’t want to listen to their 
bickering any longer. But just as he thought the conversation was over, 
Chen loudly voiced his final thought on the matter. 


“I pray Seld does not play with your soul.” 

With this, a stillness fell over the the group and it continued 
throughout the night. 

After their meal and a few winks of sleep, raindrops trickled down 
Dee’s face. 

I hate the tail end of spring. 

“Dee, get up.” The stern voice was like a shot of adrenaline as Dee 
flung himself up grabbing his gun. After check their surroundings, he 
realized It was still dark out, though dawn would be breaking the horizon. 

“What’s up boss?” 

“I need a favor from you,” Olly said, urgency in his voice. “We 
can’t keep our guests out in the rain like this. They’ll get sick. Also, Chin’s 
informed me of some plus ones. Now I know you'd like to bring them with 
us, but these might be dangerous people and I don’t want to lose you too. 
So, I need you to stick back and do what you can to make sure we aren’t 
followed. But if no one comes knocking by noon, you know how to get 
home.” 

“Alright boss, but what do you think I should do? I’m a crack shot, 
not a crack thought.” 

Olly snickered, “you have to be a crack thought if you can make me 
laugh.” Olly raised a finger pointing at a clearing up the hill. “Do you see 
that hill we went up yesterday? Stakeout up there so you get the best shot 
you can and maybe you can find a use for one of your masks.” 

After patting him on the shoulder, exchanging Dee’s hidden 
handgun for a few extra 5.56mm rounds from his personal stash, Chen, 
Olly, and the chain gang continued on their path without him. Dee reached 
into his pack and grabbed a rifle scope that had a few scratches and a crack 
on the lens and attached it to his M4 rifle. Popping the magazine from the 
gun, he loaded it with the two bullets he had, along with the four that Olly 
had given him. Lastly, he shuffled through the masks, helmets, and caps 
he’d collected on his journey. After pulling out an old blue and red ball cap 
his father had given him on his deathbed, he latched onto an old tundra 
camo helmet and a Japanese kitsune mask. 
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Anthony collapsed onto Rose. Catching his body was too much for the little 
girl to bare, leading them both to fall behind the log, his weight pinning her 
to the wet ground. Lyca wasn’t aware of what happened, only witnessing 
her two companions falling behind cover. Deciding it best to do the same, 
fell behind her seat as well. She grabbed onto her ears and pulled them 
down as she peeked over the log. 

That was a much bigger gun than the one we saw a few days ago. 
But where’d it come from? 

Lyca listened and waited for another shot to zoom past, but she laid 
there for a while, and nothing. Of course, ammo was scarce out in the 
Plains, and whoever was attacking knew every shot fired was a life or death 
decision. Slowly, the fox moved inch by inch closer to Anthony and Rose, 
who were both still unmoving. But she had to hurry. Anthony’s legs were 
still dangling off the side of the log the shot came from. Soon enough, she 
traversed the ground safely and reunited with her friends. 

The tiny dragon was motionless and out of breath. Her hands rested 
on Anthony’s shoulders as if she’d been trying to push him off or wake him 
up, but eventually gave up. Lyca reached out, grabbing onto Anthony and 
pulled him the rest of the way into cover. After freeing Rose, she expected a 
hug, or at the very least cries of fear, but not a peep. The little one remained 
in her spot on the ground, unmoving. 

“Anthony, are you okay? Why aren’t you...” but no response. The 
white helmet he wore hid his face, but not after she moved it. Suddenly, she 
noticed the streams of blood running down his face. She flung off the 
helmet, helped untangle his arms from the straps of his pack, and 
straightened his body. This would be the second time today she’d be 
running her fingers through his hair, but this time it wasn’t out of pleasure. 
Carefully, she searched for the source of the stream of blood. 

A sharp pain shot up her hand from her middle finger. She’d found 
it. After parting his hair, she noticed the small pieces of metal that seemed 
to protrude from the back of his head. Reaching over to where she’d tossed 


the helmet, she checked the back of it. There was a small impact point on 
the kevlar material with a mass sticking out from the center. After closer 
inspection, it was half of a bullet protruding out. The other half must’ve 
shattered on contact, the pieces shredding through the plastic and fibers, and 
impaling the back of Anthony’s skull, if not his brain. 

She dragged over his pack and began rummaging through it, 
thoughtlessly tossing things on the ground. 

The scissors, they’re in his pack. I know it! 

Her body was shaking, her hands refused to steady. The clothes she 
was wearing stuck to her body from sweat and rainwater. She’d mended 
cuts and hole, but never conducted the equivalent of an operation to remove 
metal shards from someone’s skull. All of this while someone was trying to 
kill them was a bit much for her nerves to handle. The emotions were like 
tiny evil entities trying to pull her clear thoughts into the darkness of 
despair. 

However, her purpose for surviving till now, Rose, began moving 
once more, lifting the mask from her face. 

“Lyca...” Rose said, straining to muster the words. “They’re in the 
side pouch, the hand... the hand...” 

“I see them, the handles! Thank you, sweetie.” Lyca snatched them 
up along with a bit of gauze and turned back to Anthony’s scalp. Latching 
onto each individual piece with the blades, she pulled them out of his skull 
one at a time. But only after the third one, a squirt of red liquid spewed out 
onto the ground. Shouting and covering it up, tears ran down her face. 
Every passing moment, Anthony was surely closer to death, but there was 
no strength she had left to hold the scissors steady. 

She slapped them in the mud and tried to latch onto each individual 
piece with her fingernails. Each budge she’d feel from the piece, it’d 
resonate with a low creak that of metal rubbing against the bone. Tears 
poured from her eyes, not only from the pain she felt each time the shrapnel 
would cut her fingers, but from the sheer force she exerted on such a small 
surface area, and even that still wasn’t enough. 

Lyca couldn’t do this here. Not like this. She had to get all three of 
them somewhere safe, and fast, but how? Then a shimmer of light struck 
her in the eye. Looking up for a moment, the woman saw a bright light 
emerging from the woods. 


Whats that? 

She thought, just as that same thunderous crack rang out from the 
forest. A shrieking whiz flew past her ear. She latched on to the top of 
Rose’s head and threw both their foreheads into the mud. The rattling of her 
bones made it impossible to straighten her thoughts enough to form a plan. 

Though it was uncomfortable, Lyca tucked her ears under her ball 
cap. It was unwise to expose herself further, but she had to get a beat on the 
gunman while minimizing exposure. Twenty minutes had passed now and 
there was no sign of movement. While she kept her eyes on the treeline, she 
instructed Rose on how to bandage Anthony’s head. A situation such as this 
would petrify a typical child stiff, and Lyca was sure Rose wanted to be, but 
each time she’d freeze, the wolf-girl would shout. 

“Rose! You need to keep going, okay? You always talk about being 
grown up like me, well today you’re gonna have to grow a little. I know it’s 
hard, but here we go. Wrap it tight, then pin it. Wrap again, another pin.” 

Eventually, Rose finished the job, and taking a moment to overlook 
the finished wrap, she did a pretty fine one for her first try. 

“That’s my girl.” She said with a reassuring pat on the head. “Now, 
horns aren’t easily tuckable, sweetie. So you just keep down and keep 
quiet.” 

Rose hugged the log the best she could, but Lyca knew this wouldn’t 
solve their predicament. She needed to make a move, and soon, and 
subduing her target was the only way they’d all survive this encounter. 

I have no choice. It’s now or never. 

Lifting Anthony’s jacket and top, she swiped the 9mm pistol he’d 
concealed in his waistband since before the two had met. She knew about 
the firearm and about the magazine’s state of emptiness, but she had a 
solution. Pressing the magazine release, memories of a wobbling figure 
stumbling his way towards her flashed before her eyes as she pulled out two 
rounds of 9mm ammunition from her back pocket. After loading the two 
rounds into the clip and joining the two halves back together, she took one 
last look at Anthony’s motionless body. 

Why didn t I just tell him about having the exact ammo he needed 
for his gun? Maybe if I had, we would have felt safer, taken a different path, 
or something. But if I had, would we even be traveling together right now? 
Would something different have happened? 


The butterfly effect scrambled her brain, but if she didn’t take action 
now, there may never be another chance. Swiping the knife from Anthony’s 
sheath, she latched onto the back of Rose’s head, pulling her closer and 
applying a kiss on her dirtied scalp. 

“Rose, take his knife. If anyone comes near you, hide it until they 
get close, then do what I taught you. Defend yourself, no matter what.” 

“But Lyca...” 

“No, this is serious, Rose! Just listen, no questions.” Lyca stopped 
for a moment to go over her plan once again before sharing it with Rose. 
“Do you remember how loud his gun is?” 

Rose nodded her head. 

“Good. Now, the one I have here is a bit quieter. Once you hear it, 
you drag Anthony as fast as you can into those woods over there.” She 
pointed down a small slope leading into the woods opposite of the gunfire. 
“Once you hear them, you do not stop.” 

“Lyca, you’re not dying, are you?” Rose’s nose leaked with snot. 
The little girl pulled on Lyca’s shirt, pulling it like a grieving child. Lyca’s 
heart grew heavy knowing that this little one may end up growing up 
without her. Not knowing how to answer, she hesitated. The only proper 
reply she could give was one with tears matching the small child’s. 

“I love you, my little princess.” Lyca ran her fingers through Rose’s 
hair before untethering the girls’ grasp on her shirt and crouch, walking her 
way up the wooded hills toward the gunfire. Once between the trees, she 
took off, the mud beneath her boots squishing with every step. The clumps 
of mud embedding in the tread weighed her down, but she kept her eyes 
peeled. The clouds broke and the rays of the sun reflected off the scope of 
Dee’s gun. 

As another shot cracked across the plains, she ducked behind the 
nearest tree; the echoes surrounding her. 

“Shit!” Lyca was close enough to hear the man’s frustration. He 
rustled around on the ground, probably readjusting his elbows. 

Lyca drew the pistol from her waistband, cocked a round into the 
chamber, and flipped the safety off. Taking a step back from the tree, she 
mapped out the safest path for maximum coverage. There were some 
slimmer trees up the way that’d be hard to use with her tail sticking out. So 
she lifted her shirt and tucked her tail against her back. Surely, the man 


couldn’t make out a shot, but he seemed keen enough to keep a beat on her 
location as she slid from tree to tree. 

Closer. Just a bit closer. 

She knew it was too risky to peek out and get any hints at his exact 
location. However, the pages of an old book flipped through her memories. 
Before the invention of thermal imaging technology, soldiers used to use 
their helmets as decoys from behind cover. This got the enemy to waste 
ammo and give away their position. 

If I peek around the opposite side of the tree just after he fires, I'll 
be able to get a shot off. No one 5 reflexes are fast enough to adjust while 
the rain is obscuring their vision. 

Scanning over the tree, she broke off a stray branch and placed her 
hat atop it, raising it from behind the tree. Sure enough, a loud crack struck 
the hat, breaking the stick sending them falling to the ground. As the 
vibrations shot up her arm, she sneakily peeked in the noise’s direction. 
There he was, staring down the slightly cracked lens of a mounted scope. 
His trigger hand and peach face were the only parts of his person that were 
visible. 

I’m close! 

In a split-second decision, she came out, aimed, and let off a shot, 
and sprinted for the last tree between the two. The hot speeding metal 
grazed the man’s fingers, ricocheted off the ejector flap and cut across his 
left collarbone. 

“Dammit! That hurts!” She watched as he coiled up in pain, but it 
seemed his adrenaline helped to remind him of the current situation. He 
realigned his eye with the scope, but the only thing he would see was the 
sight of Lyca’s foot. As the kick connected, the scope broke off and the 
glass, plastic and her boot connected with his right eye socket. The man 
bounced back, seething in pain, blood running down his face. The victor 
kicked his gun away, secured a position outside of retaliation distance and 
aligned the ironsight with his head. 

“T will not let you hurt them!” 
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The small girl laid in wait, listening intently. Rose knew the sound she 
waited for was so loud that she would know when it happen. Yet, she 
continued to listen to the crick, to birds tussling with the leaves of the trees, 
to the fading gasps of the boy as the mud bubbled. Waiting like this, with 
this nauseating stillness of the land, it terrified her. Lyca instructed her to 
drag Anthony down the hill and through the woods, but being prepared to 
execute that order wasn’t the only reason she held his hand. 

Suddenly, a loud gunshot rang out down the hill jump. That was it. 
The moment to move, the moment to make everything okay again, was 
now. 

The startled girl took off into a mad struggle of yanking and 
dragging the boy along the muddy ground. Her hands burned from the 
material of his shirt, constantly slipping from her grasp. She looked down at 
the boy’s face and it looked as if he were drowning in mud, his entire face 
covered in the dripping substance. Switching her clasp onto his arm, she 
dragged him further and further into the wooded area. More gun shots went 
off, but she was no longer as frightened that her head might turn out like 
Anthony’s. 

As she pulled, she watch as Anthony’s face sunk further into the 
ground than before. 

Visions of a hooded, horned girl a bit older than Rose flashed in 
front of her. In that moment, it was not a girl pulling a dying boy through 
the woods, but a girl, a boy, and an unexpected plus one. The hooded figure 
crept down beside Anthony, looked at his face, scraped some mud off the 
ground, and tossed it at him. Rose watched as the mud splashed against the 
boy’s hair. When he didn’t move, her concern grew. Previous experiences 
told her that dead things didn’t move. 

“Welp, he’s a goner.” Samantha stood tall, looking down at the 
breathless tank top wearing girl. Rose looked back up at Sammy, tears and 
mud accompanied her quivering lips. Drifting her large black tail beside the 
boy, she nudged him. Anthony’s body rose from the ground, but not of his 


own volition. Rose released the strength holding him up, and his body 
splashed down in the mud, lifeless. Though she knew the word dead, and 
the word gone, she still denied the correlation she felt Sammy was trying to 
make. 

“Wh... what do you mean he’s a goner, Sammy?” 

“Exactly what I’m saying, dork. I mean, he’s dead.” Weakness 
attacked her arms, and she slumped down, dragging her feet as she 
approached the boy. To her knees she fell, searching for any movement, any 
sign of life that’d tell her the boy was okay. With the storm and unease 
rising within her, it was hard for her to take time to notice any subtle hints 
of life. There was nothing, not even a hint of a soul still being present, no 
soul other than Samantha’s. 

Sammy stood there, looking down at the Rose’s defeat, with a cocky 
grin. Sam threw one of her hands up and walked away from the girl. “Once 
again, it’s all your fault. He was just another disgusting human to you, 
nothing more. I just didn’t think you’d have it in you to get rid of him. 
Guess you kept your promise.” 

Rose slammed her fist in the mud and stomped her way to her feet. 
Every breath turned into a struggle as pain shot through her ribs. Even her 
arms and legs felt like they could explode at any moment. But it would not 
stop her from defending herself. With a toss of her arm, she threw an 
accusative point down at Anthony’s head, “I didn’t do this, that thing that 
hit him did!” 

“No, Rose, you did this. You wished this upon him.” The girl 
whipped back in Rose’s direction, her cocky grin now contorted and 
horrendous. “You wanted him to die because no human ever treated you 
kindly because of your stupid horns, OUR stupid horns!” 

Samantha’s voice boomed at the girl, but as her tone normalized, her 
face fell back into its original form. Rose looked down at the boy once 
more, recalling all the mean thoughts she had towards him. 

“It’s a shame too. He wanted to get along with you, maybe even be 
your friend. He was so nice, he tried to cheer you up! I mean, come on, 
Lyca even liked him! Then, kabloaw!” Samantha made a finger gun, and 
fired it at Anthony, following up with a gesture as if something had just 
exploded. “He’s gone, and just like with me, it’s all your fault!” 


Rose looked at Sammy, bewildered, her stern face falling into a 
loose mess of discomfort. She turned back to the boy, taking a seat in front 
of the boy’s face. Her bottom sank into the mud, just as Anthony did. But 
she worried not about her clothes. Instead, she lifted the boy’s head, pulling 
it to her and placing him face down against her lap. She pat his head gently, 
running her fingers through his hair just as Lyca did to make him feel better. 

She could feel it, the hot liquid running across her fingers, staining 
them red. Then a sharp pain shot up her finger. She pulled it away, seeing 
that there was a wound on her finger now. But now was not the time to cry 
over a minor wound. After all, Anthony had a big wound, and with him 
being gone, Lyca would surely suffer the biggest wound of all. 

Sucking the blood from her cut, she watched as it continued to 
bleed. No matter, she had work to do. She laid it back against his head. 
Now, patting and rubbing was the only way she knew to make him better. 
As she wiped away the snot running from her nose, a twitch moved her leg, 
a twitching she felt was from Anthony. 

With excitement in her voice, she said shouted, “you see Sammy! 
He’ll be okay!” But as she looked up, no one was there. It was just her and 
the boy again. Rose continued to sit there, petting the top of his brown head, 
blood now covering her lap. But time passed, and she stopped, her hand 
now resting atop his head. 

No longer could she hold it back. Even though they weren’t close, 
she was going to lose another person who was there for her. Rose covered 
her face with her hands, the red liquid now warming her cheeks. 

“T'm sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” She repeated these words over and 
over, her voice wavering with each passing rendition. Her pleas started as 
whimpers, devolving into begging shouts, “I don’t want you to die, I don’t 
want you to die. If you want to come with us, you can come with us! If you 
want to hug Lyca, you can hug her! If you want to wake me up, you can 
wake me up! I won’t hide anymore, I promise! I won’t yell for Lyca for 
help! You’re not a bad human! If you want to be friends, we can be friends! 
I want you as my friend, Anthony!” 

She carried on, listing all the different ways that she’d accept the 
boy. Her tears continued to fall down on his neck as she ran her hands 
through his hair. At that moment, she felt nothing but regrets. Regrets for 


not listening to her parents, regrets for not saving Sammy. And now for not 
giving the boy a chance while she still had the time. 

Suddenly, splashes of water made their way towards Rose. She 
glanced in the direction while wrapping her arms around Anthony’s head in 
a last-ditch effort to protect him. Out of the shadows, Lyca, with her white 
fox ears, appeared relieved to find the two of them. Lyca slid down in the 
mud, hugging them both. Placing her hand on the little dragon’s shoulder, 
she smiled and kissed her forehead, then hugged her again. 

“Thank you, Rose. Thank you for protecting each other.” 
Puzzlement befell Rose. Lyca would only thank her if she did a good job, 
and she didn’t feel she’d done that, did she? She snapped down to look at 
Anthony and sure enough, there was a faint movement of his back rising 
and falling. 
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Anthony swung his arms back over his shoulder, tightly gripping the plastic 
rod handle. As he flung the fishing pole forward, he released the nylon line 
from underneath his index finger. A lead ball attached to the end of the line 
soared through the air. With a splash, the sinker hauled an insect skewered 
with a hook plunging to the depths. The water ran calm; the day was 
clement, and the sky was cloudless. 

The grass wrapped its blades around Rose’s feet as she rested just 
outside of hooking range. Lyca watched as Rose poked at the wild flowers 
surrounding her, but she could see that the little girl’s peripherals remained 
locked on to Anthony longer than ever before. Rose fled from the area when 
Lyca had to finish her operation of the boy’s head, but now she seemed 
mildly obsessed with the bandage covering his head. Though she was still 
weary at the sight of the red stain now dried through the gauze. But Lyca 
had already reassured her that the metal clip holding the wrap tight would 
help to keep the wound clean and clotted. 

But Lyca wasn’t sure how much it helped after the girl asked, 
“Clotted? What does that even mean, Lyca..?” 

Another lesson for another time, sweetheart. 

Lyca turned to Dee as he observed the two through his only good 
eye, the other now swollen shut. The hemp ropes bond his chest and arms 
together while keeping him constrained to the tree trunk. She knotted the 
binds in such a manner that it’d tighter further if her prisoner struggled any. 
Picking up the water bottle, she took a swig, before latching onto the young 
mans face, turning it up and draining its contents over his nose and mouth. 
Relentless coughs came from under the dirty, torn rag, gagging his mouth. 

This was practically torture, hardcore interrogation methods. But 
after what he did to their family, not being a corpse was a lucky break. 
Turning away, Lyca rummaged through his pack some more. She already 
did this once before, finding cleaning alcohol and food for her two 
youngling’s, but now it felt time for a thorough investigation. 


Lyca, without concern, tossed each of Dee’s possessions from his 
bag onto the soggy ground. There didn’t seem to be anything else useful, 
but in rummaging around, she pulled out a jester’s mask, some headgear, 
and even an old metal helmet, rust filling its crevices. “What’s with all this 
junk?” 

Dee seemed in distress as he watched his prize collection land in the 
mud. Lyca crouched in front of him, grabbed the bit of crew cut he had and 
looked deep into his eye. But to her surprise, there was no hate, malice, or 
anger radiating from the man. 

Is this genuine concern? 

She let out a sigh before approaching him. “I can’t seem to find any 
more weapons, so I’m gonna move the cloth and you’re gonna tell me 
everything.” 

Slipping her fingers beneath the cloth, she pulled it out from his 
mouth. 

“Look, can you please get my masks off the ground? PII tell you 
what I can. And where is my kitsune mask? Does that lil’ girl still have it?” 

“Do you not realize you’re not in any position to make requests?” 

“I was only doing what I was told, lady. Now can you please get my 
stuff out the mud?” 

“Oh you mean this?” Lyca placed her foot atop an odd smiley mask 
pressing it into the mud. The porcelain that made up the mask let out a 
weird pressurized creak as she applied more pressure. “Look if we don’t get 
a mutual understanding, your collection will start to diminish.” 

“All right! Just get your foot off it. Pll never be able to find another 
one like that. It represents...” 

Applying more pressure, they both heard a pop from under her foot. 
“You think I give a shit? Now, tell me where the rest of your group went!” 

“You got me tied up! I ain’t causing you no more trouble!” 

Lyca looked down the hill to the river, Rose seemed to be poking 
and playing with an albino frog. “You caused enough trouble before, so 
why wouldn’t you now? Clearly, you’ve failed your job and I won’t give 
you another chance to harm either of them, so why not just sell out your 
boss? I might even let you live.” 

“Lady, I don’t like harmin’ no one, I just get rid of problems the 
boss says are trying to heed us or somethin’ like that.” 


“Oh really? Then what was that little execution display back at the 
village you raided.” 

Dee’s brow tightened as his bottom lip drooped. It was clear, they 
weren’t aware of the fact that they’d been followed such a far distance. 
“You got the wrong idea about me... about us!” He looked away distressed, 
“I was only defending myself, we don’t want to hurt no—” 

Lyca cocked, her tone like a loaded gun. “Defending? Please! They 
were chained together, defenseless! Hell, you might as well just execute 
them all, save them the trouble of suffering in that condition. And that little 
target practice you volunteered my family for... you’re lucky no one’s dead 
or I swear you'd be missing a limb right now!” 

“We are trying to save those people! Some people just ain’t wantin’ 
to be saved.” 

Lyca ripped her blade from being stabbed in the ground and cleaned 
it with the end of his shirt. “Clearly, you’re in a completely different 
mindset... world even. So I’m going to make this clear, take us to where 
they’re taking those prisoners and we’ ll let you go.” 

Dee looked her in the eyes, but she made sure he saw nothing but 
disdain towards his very existence. “Fine, but it’s not what you think. We 
aren’t the bad guys. He’ll want to save you too.” 

“He better be more interested in saving you, cause from where I’m 
standing, you’re already dead.” 

Just as her threat finished, Anthony yelled. When she turned, she 
saw a fish flying through the air that was attached to his hook. Rose fell off 
the rock she’d been sitting on, the shock of the creature flopping around the 
grass throwing her off guard. The silver scaled fish had a long body, but 
was as wide and flat as a diamond shaped pancake. 

“Woah! This is a river kite! It’s said to be a long descendant of River 
Pike! It uses its body to kick up large spas of dirt and rocks along the 
riverbed looking for loose plants and prey cause it’s an omnivore. Its silver 
color helps it to camouflage during the day when the sun reflects off the 
water. I read that they’re great to eat and super healthy for you!” 

But as Anthony reached down to figure out how to properly grab the 
creature, a growl hummed out from within the nearby bushes. Glancing 
over, a brown and black mass shot out between Rose and him, latching onto 
the catch before making distance between them. After stopping, it lowered 


the catch from its jaws, adjusting the placement of its fangs. As it stood still, 
the four of them could clearly distinguish the long furs covering its body. 
Rose jumped up, hiding behind Anthony. 

“That’s a wild snout, a descendant of an old creature known as a 
beagle.” The beast watched them as intensely as they did it. Lyca wasn’t 
sure how the beast was even carrying that fish as the two wild things were 
nearly the same size. But before she could think of her next action, the four 
legged hound picked up its meal and made its way into the adjacent woods. 

Rose punched the ground. “Shit!” 

“Watch your language!” Lyca yelled. 

“But I wanted to eat the fish Anthony said would taste good!” 
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After a long interrogation, they decided that following the river downstream 
wasn’t the quickest but was the safest way to reach their destination. It 
turned out the waterway they’d stumbled upon was actually the longest 
river within the Eight Knowns. In places it would trickle down to a stream 
up to your ankles and in others it was deep enough to cover one’s head. But 
Rose seemed more interested because parts of the river contained “salty 
water” and others were fresh water, or “drinky water.” 

“How’s that even possible? Lyca said the salty water was bad, and 
the drinky water was good. How can they be the same?” 

Anthony looked back at Lyca with a raised eyebrow as she guided 
the roped hostage in front of her. “Lyca, you didn’t teach her this?” 

“She knows what salt water tastes like, and what dirty water looks 
like. That’s all she needs to survive.” The entire time she defended herself, 
Lyca was rubbing her ear. 

“Oh, ho... is it actually that you don’t know why? Hmm?” Anthony 
said, with a devilish grin growing from ear to ear. Kneeling down, he said, 
“Rose, dig into the left pouch for me. Should be a folded piece of paper, 
kind of beat up.” 

The little girl did as she was told, and upon finding his desired item, 
she unfolded the map. It wasn’t a big map; it was smaller than looseleaf, 
and with uneven tears on the left side, it looked like a page ripped out of a 
book. 

“Okay, Rose.” Anthony directed her vision with his index finger. 
“This is...” 

“Ant-tony, why is your map all ripped on the side?” 

“Oh, I stole it out of a school back many years ago. My uncle busted 
my butt to heck and back, but never took it away.” He smiled. “Safe to say, 
I’m getting more use out of it than any stupid school. Anyway, pay 
attention. This’ll be on the quiz. This is the Known Eight. You know why 
it’s called that, right?” 


The little girl thought for a moment. “Cause there’s eight weird 
shapes on the page?” 

Anthony laughed so loud, the nearby feathered friends flew off in a 
frenzy. “You’re super right, Rose. But there’s a bit more. You see, these are 
the eight known lands that still have communication with each other after 
the bombs fell.” 

“The bombs? You mean the ones...” 

“That made you into this cute little thing that Lyca and I have the 
pleasure of taking care of today?” Anthony playfully ruffled the hair 
between her horns. “Yes, those bombs.” 

Rose pushed his hand away with a smile and a giggle before 
pointing back at the map. “Then what’re these with the lines through 
them?” 

“Those are massive bodies of water called lakes. We have three 
major lakes within the Known Eight. And this bigger body of water up here 
is called an ocean. It’s so big, it even has a name.” 

“The Rolim Ocean. We’ve sent teams up there befoooo—” The 
breath in Dee’s lungs trailed off, the rope squeezing every bit out as Lyca 
yanked on it. 

“Lyca, you can try being easier on him. He hasn’t tried anything 


99 


since 


“Since her put a bullet in your head?” Lyca barked at the boy. 
Clearly, she wasn’t the forgive and forget type, but that was okay. Anthony 
understood the circumstances. He actually wasn’t sure himself why he 
wasn’t more angry, but during the time Lyca said he was out, he recalled 
some memories, memories of Isla. 

But he decided it best not to stir up anymore anger dwelling within 
Lyca. Instead, he went on teaching Rose about how the river was a special 
case because it’s one that flows north from the lake into the ocean, which is 
an oddity because of the topography. 

“So the salty water can’t flow uphill?” 

“That’s a simple way to explain it, but you’re right. But your 
adopted mama said you know the taste of good versus bad water, so you’! 
be okay.” 

“Adopted mama?” She said, looking back at Lyca. 


“Well... yeah, Rose. You’re still a kid, and every kid deserves to 
have someone looking after them. I have an adopted mom and dad back in 
the city. So, you and I are the same in that department.” 

“I see... so if Lyca’s my adaptive mama, does that make you my 
adaptive dad?” 

Lyca and Anthony looked at each other, red beating across their 
cheeks. “No, Rose! I’m still a kid too!” Anthony shouted, rushing to clear 
up the misunderstanding. “And it’s a-dop-ted, so if anything, I’m like your 
adopted big brother.” 

Rose smiled. “I’ve never had a brother before!” 

“So, have you had a sis—” 

Before he could finish asking, the group jumped at a rustling in a 
bush behind them. 

“Ugh, it’s been two whole days, and that thief is still tailing us!” 
Anthony swung his arm in frustration. After they set off on another long 
road ahead, they realized they were being followed by an unexpected fifth. 
But other than having to keep a closer eye on their food, the snout didn’t 
seem to be trouble. Though the beast had scored two meals by the means of 
thievery in that time. However, he refused to fall victim to that conniving 
mutt again, his resolution now cemented in his heart. 

As the day progressed, the breeze ran swiftly, whistling at it rode, 
but this calmness did nothing to sway tensions. Dee seemed tired of the 
constant metal barrel rubbing against his back, and Lyca, the strength in her 
arm seemed like it was giving out from holding it there. The last time Lyca 
re-knotted the tattered rope, Anthony noticed burned and cuts on Dee’s 
wrists. Rose hadn’t talked since their lesson, but he could tell she was 
focusing on the sounds of tiny aerial creatures that were surrounding her. 
However, these insect size beings known as Ginks, with their rapid wing 
flutter, didn’t cause injury, so she didn’t swat at them. 

However, besides the two of them having fun earlier, he could tell 
something troubled her. He’d stayed in the tent alone with her the previous 
night while Lyca kept watch on Dee a distance from the tent. Anthony 
would wake up to mutters of, “It’s your fault! It wasn’t my fault! He 
could’ve died because of you!” These words, and many variations of them, 
repeated all night. But it seemed her response to these rambles was always 
the same before calming down and actually getting some sleep. 


“Shut up, Sammy,” she muttered, again and again. Anthony wasn’t 
sure if he should confront her about them, and if he decided to, he still 
wasn’t sure how. 

“How far away now?” Lyca shoved the barrel of her weapon further 
into Dee’s back. 

“Ah! Enough with the shoving, a’right? I’m not going anywhere.” 
Dee glanced at the nearby trees, followed the shapes of the river’s ribbons, 
and pondered. 

“We should just about be outside their watch.” 

“Then we should pitch here. We don’t know if we’ll have to put up a 
fight or not,” though her voice calmed, she maintained her guard, motioning 
her prisoner towards one of the hatchery trees. “Ant, why don’t you try to 
catch us a meal for the night? We can’t rely too heavily on our cans.” 

“Roger!” He responded, glaring towards the bushes they’d passed 
by just moments ago, the grudge he held still strong. 

“Rose, you still have Ant’s knife, right?” She nodded in response. 

“Keep an eye out for that dog, then. Don’t get near it, just intimidate 
it. Okay, sweetie?” Another nod. 

“Wait! Speaking of which, why is everyone using my weapons?” 
Anthony remarked. 

It didn’t take long for Anthony to catch another fish, the thief now 
being held at bay. Lyca cleaned the metal pot she’d been carrying since 
they’d left the village, preparing it for a fish broth. She’d also found time to 
whittle a third wooden bowl, probably during those late night watches. 
Anthony was getting worried about her quality of sleep, but she still served 
Rose and him with a smile. Though, Ant hesitated to sit with his meal. 

Instead, he turned and approached Dee. Offering him something to 
eat was the humane thing to do. Lyca was most likely intending to have him 
skip every meal, until she’d let him go, if and when that was. And as 
predicted, she halted his generous efforts as her ominous shadow consumed 
his own from within the fire’s light. 

“Ant, what’s that you’re doing there?” Lyca’s tone soured, her glare 
piercing through the back of Anthony’s bandaged wrapped skull. 

“Tf... if he’s going to help us, he’ll need to eat too.” 

Lyca let out a sigh of frustration and retorted. “Don’t you understand 
what he did? He tried to end your life!” 


“But he didn’t.” 

“Because I stopped him! Ask Rose! Ask her how she feels about you 
doing this after she dragged your body through the mud trying to save your 
life!” 

Anthony looked past the displeased white tailed woman at the tiny 
large tailed girl beyond her. But he couldn’t make eye contact. She’d buried 
her face in her arms and knees as she curled into a sitting ball. Beginning to 
regret his position, he waved her request off like it had no meaning. “She’s 
just a kid.” 

“And as you said, so are you!” Lyca snapped, slapping the bowl 
from his hands, the hot liquid now soaking into the soil. They both stood 
motionless while Rose approached, latching onto the front of Lyca’s shirt, 
sobbing. She looked down at the horned girl, who now muffled her whines 
against the woman’s belly. The woman stared with a baffled look at the girl, 
but Anthony watched as that befuddlement transformed itself into anger. 
Pulling away from Rose, Lyca snatched up Anthony’s wrist and led him 
along towards the nearby brush. 

“Rose! If that man moves, you yell and come running this way!” 

Dusk inched ever closer to night, the many insects chirped and flew 
in and out of their hidey holes. Petals of flowers covering the nearby trees 
breezed by with the scents of a florist’s workshop. Lyca prodded one of 
them to check for any signs of a defense response before grabbing Anthony 
once more and shoving him against it. She ran her hands up through her 
hair, hiding the sweat that’d accumulated on her scalp, within her roots. 

“Back at the village, you practically spilled your entire life story to 
me. But I never had the chance, nor intent, to do the same.” 

Ant stood up from against the tree and reached out for Lyca. “You 
don’t have—” 

“No, Ant! I have to. Because I don’t know if I'll ever have the 
strength or anger to do it again. And I need you to understand!” Anthony 
felt the pain ring out with her words as she turned to him. Lyca was now a 
toothpicks length from his face. He could see the fear in her eyes, the 
unhinged look through her pupils, the realization now setting in. 

Lyca... 

“If I don’t tell you now, I’m worried I’ll never get another chance. 
Whether it’s because I scare you off, or something happens to either of us, 
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Or... 

Anthony gulped down the saliva that’d generated while nodding his 
head in acceptance of her request. “Okay, I’m here for you, Lyca, but don’t 
mistake something before you start. I trust you.” 

The reality of his words must’ve set in. She seemed to calm down, 
but also elation spread across her face. 

“You... trust me?” 

But before he could answer, she looked as if she snapped herself out 
of the high she was riding from his confession and they both swallowed 
their emotions. 

“Okay, so... I’m a mother, and a wife in some sense of the words. I 
mean, I was never married, but it was what I would consider a marriage of 
love, if that makes any sense.” 
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The wild white feathered creatures bawked as dawn broke through the holes 
of the bath towel covering the window. The smell of burning toast wafted 
just above my nose, slowly filling the room. I swung my numbed arm as 
best I could to the other side of the stiff full sized mattress. The empty divot 
beneath my hand was still radiating warmth, but just barely. I couldn’t help 
myself, but to turn over just enough to shove my face into the pillow. 

His scent. 

My sigh of content filtered enough oxygen through my lungs that I 
could’ve fallen back asleep. But that lingering smell grew ever greater, not 
the smell of him, but of the burning toast making its way through the air. 
Was I having a stroke or was this the sign that the security of my lifestyle 
was at risk? The anxiety set in, but just as I prepared to turn out of bed, a 
pair of lips landed strongly against my cheek. Raising my hand above me, I 
patted the head of the planter of that kiss. 

“Good morning sweetheart,” a gentle masculine voice whispered in 
my ears. The voice was soothing, but the signs of exasperation were quite 
apparent. I peeked to find my lover Jorian, hands full with a plate of burnt 
food in one, and our beautiful baby girl, Astrid, in the other. Jorian, a man 
of many jokes, the reason I loved him dearly, motioned for me to take one 
from him with a laugh. Astrid’s face had pieces of the homemade cereal 
we’d conjured from ingredients farmed out of our yard. 

“Morning,” I mustered with a sleepy groan as I propped myself up 
against the headboard. With a stretch, I fluffed up my short, white, knotted 
hair. It’s a mess, and I love it. Once again, Jorian insisted on an answer on 
which hand of his I would empty for him. Pointing at the baby girl, I 
answered. “Like that’s even a contest.” 

“Ah, so the food then? I mean, I figured you’d take our pretty little 
angel here, but I guess the wonderful food I made takes priority today.” He 
handed me the plate, chuckling at his own joke, making sure I’d take it. I 
crocked my head to the side, making a face as if to mockingly say, 
“seriously?” The one with the eyebrow raised so high it hides behind my 


hair. I set the clay plate next to me on the bed, holding out both my arms, 
gesturing for the only ray of sunshine I needed. 

“Okay, here you go little one, mommy wins.” Astrid turned and 
reached out for me with a gentle, “Momma.” 

“Geez, that kind of hurts, little one. Letting go of your daddy so 
easily.” He said, scratching his head. It’s always his running back and forth 
while trying to panic cook that gets Astrid rambunctious. After which, she’s 
ready for a nap with her calm and lazy Mom, leaving Jorian to ask what 
he’d done to deserve this treatment. He’s always a joker. 

“Oh, don’t go getting jealous of me, Jorian. At least she didn’t fight 
you getting out of bed this time.” 

“That is so not true! She fought me. She just did it quietly today. 
Isn’t that right, you little butt?” Rubbing the back of his black wolf ears, he 
continued. “Well, Pll go clean up, get some of that smell outta the air.” 

I settled Astrid up in one hand while taking a fork full of dripping 
egg yellow in the other. “You want some eggies, princess?” She seemed to 
ponder a moment before dozing off, her black ears collapsing against her 
head. Shortly after finishing my breakfast, I’d brought my dirtied plate out 
and placed it on the counter next to the draining sink. 

“You know, I just got done with these. It'll just have to wait until 
tomorrow.” Jorian placed his hands on his hips, teasing me after placing the 
dish in the drained water basin. 

“Oh well, it’s just a dish,” I retorted with a smirk and a swift 
extension of my tongue. Sitting at Jorian’s handcrafted maple wood table, I 
peeked down at my baby once more. Her chest rose and settled many times. 
Each breath she took made my heart beat faster. Humming her favorite 
tune, I sat back, closing my eyes. 

I have to be the happiest girl in the world. 

Then, there were shouts right outside our kitchen window, but I 
thought nothing of them. The neighbors always seemed to get into tussles 
with each other, but this one was getting fairly loud. But I could no longer 
ignore it. A sudden crash of glass shattered onto the floor. An intense 
stabbing pain shot through my liver and up my back, the sweat streaking 
down my face. 

Jorian fell back shouting, “what was that?” He stood and glanced 
out the broken window. “Who’re they? I... Pm going to go see what’s going 


on, but Lyca, I want you to stay hide in the bedroom.” 

“Jorian, I think I’m sick. I don’t think I can move.” It grew 
excruciating to breathe. My lungs felt heavy, my body growing hot. 

“What do you... Oh fu—” his sentence broke off as he rushed over 
to my side. Wiping the sweat from my brow, he lifted me. As he did, pain 
shot across my entire back. I was about to vomit, but I couldn’t tell him. It 
was already in my throat, and then it was on his shoulder. 

I dont remember eating anything red. 

Jorian carried me down the hall to our bedroom, setting me down in 
a closet. He left for a moment before returning, handing me a crank light 
and a medical kit. 

“I will be right back for you, okay?” Jorian’s words hit my ears, but 
another bubble of liquid was stopping me from replying. He slammed the 
door, and I listened as his footsteps rushed around the different rooms. But 
when he ran for the main room, the ringing in my head was all I heard. 

Sweat layered my palms. Each time I latched onto the metal casing 
of the light, it slipped from my grasp. Giving it a few cranks, I set it down 
beside me. But turning back, my vision went dark at the sight of a wooden 
bolt protruding from the skull of our daughter. 
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“These red lines on my face, I paint them there to remind me of Jorian’s and 
Astrid’s sacrifices protecting me...” Lyca lifted the waistline of her shirt, 
exposing the circular scar in her abdomen. Anthony knew the seriousness of 
the conversation, but he couldn’t help but admire the dedication in 
maintaining a body as fit as hers. Most guys had trouble maintaining a six- 
pack, but this woman had an eight hiding under her top. It was unlike 
anything he’d ever seen from either of his harshly trained brothers. “I... held 
onto Astrid for days, maybe even weeks afterwards, until I built up the 
nerve to cremate her body. So... when you said that I was a great mom back 
at Isla’s... Well, I’m glad Rose cut you off.” 

Anthony’s eyes welled up, each passing sentence. Watching Lyca 
choke after each passing detail was almost too much for his heart to handle. 
He wanted to do nothing more than to cut her off with a hug, but she held 
the cap of this bottle twisted shut, letting it swell inside her for years, these 
things she couldn’t share with Rose. It was best to just let her spill. 

“That was all when I was twenty-two. Two years later, I met Rose 
and after two more years, I’m the very damaged, but protective twenty-six- 
year-old that stands before you.” 

“I’m sorry that happened, Lyca.” 

“I don’t need you to be sorry. I need you to understand,” she said 
with a sniffle and a snap. “Those people that attacked the village were there 
to commit evil acts and nothing else. That monster you are trying to feed is 
worse than the vonju. He, and all the rest of them, have motives.” She 
swung her finger in a fury at the boy’s face. “That bandage on your head is 
a clear sign of that, at the very least! You wouldn’t be here right now if he’d 
succeeded.” 

“Yeah, but I am here, and that’s what matters.” He placed one hand 
on the back of her head, and the other against the center of her back, 
beginning to embrace her. 

“Then why?” She whispered into his ear, “why do you insist on 
endangering the things I want to protect?” 


He paused, his mind now blank, for he knew not how to respond. 
Anthony just stood in silence, holding her. Her ears laid flat, the fur of one 
brushing against his nose. He’d hadn’t the chance to feel her fur until this 
point. Sure enough, they were the softest things he’d ever felt. 

“Lyca!” The bugs filling the bushes scattered into the air, as the 
scream of a young girl screeched through the standing timber. 

“Tm going to kill that man!” Without hesitation, Lyca turned from 
her embracer and headed full speed in the shouter’s direction. Anthony 
followed the best he could, but the woman was fast, too fast. She faded into 
the darkness of the greenery right before his eyes. But there was nothing for 
him to do but keep pushing on. 

As Anthony breached the bushes and vines, he came to a frightfully 
familiar sight. That beast, a vonju, the same one back at the village, stood 
over the campfire. Its black fur coat shimmered with the wavering flames in 
the darkness. Not only Lyca, but Rose were both missing from the terrifying 
scene. His only prayer was that they were hiding. However, the woman’s 
captive, Dee, he was in clear view, against the tree, being stared down by 
the beast. 

Anthony snatched up a rock and launched it at a tree outside of the 
creature’s view. As the monster turned, he dashed over to Dee’s side, 
attempting to untether his limbs from the trunk. But the distraction proved 
only temporary, as the black mass affiliated itself with the boys and inched 
ever closer. The difficulty of freeing the binds increased every moment as 
Anthony’s fingers grew restless. The humming leaving the beast’s throat 
was deep, persistent, and most of all, frightening. 

“Hey, over here! Over here, you over sized bitch!” Lyca announced, 
appearing behind the beast, and running from what looked like a ditch. 

“No!” Anthony shouted back, “over here!” 

The vonju affixed his attention to the desperate woman, as she 
stared, not at the beast, but at Anthony. She seemed to speak, but no words 
left her mouth, her lips reading, “I’m sorry.” The world around him was 
quiet, more than it had ever been. 

But as he thought this new life was about to be uprooted, he noticed 
the creature hesitated. Suddenly, a growl came from behind the beast. That 
thieving mutt now latched onto one of the vonju’s hind legs. It grew 


distressed as it shook and spun violently, slamming itself against whatever 
it could to break the latching of the snout’s jaw. 

Anthony was stunned, but he knew he needed to focus. He loosened 
Dee’s hands and ran opposite of Lyca’s last known position. There was no 
doubt that he had a world of verbal lashings waiting for him when they 
reconvened. But he knew this was the right call. They know almost nothing 
about this man, and leaving him to die would be wrong. 

I'll try to sway her from her prejudgement later. 

Dee dove into the bushes ahead of the both of them, Anthony 
following suit. After clearing the bush limbs, he exited to find Dee lying on 
his back, his pants seemingly soiled. Catching his breath, Dee glanced 
down from his sight of the stars, finding Anthony staring down at him. His 
face filled with glee and elation as he sat up and fiercely grabbed onto the 
boy’s shoulders, pulling him into a hug. 

“Dude, thank you! Thank you so much!” Anthony, confused, could 
do nothing but slouch there in the man’s arms. “I’m sorry for shootin’ you, 
man! But we honestly thought you guys were gonna be trouble!” 

He could do nothing but chuckle. The relief he felt in his chest was 
overwhelming. “I knew you folks weren’t bad after the first time you saved 
me, but now,” he paused, taking on a more serious tone. “Oh boy, the boss 
will want to meet you guys.” 

Dee let go of Anthony, giving him one last reassuring pat on the 
shoulder, but the boy knew the fight wasn’t over. “Dee, P m—” 

“Dennis. My names Dennis actually. My boss uses single syllables, 
so we don’t spend much time calling each other by our full names in the 
field. That’s why we call him boss instead of Olly or Oliver.” 

“Okay... Dennis, we can continue this conversation later. But right 
now, I’m trusting you to stay here, while I go make sure the girls are okay. 
After that, we can go talk to your boss.” Anthony returned the reassuring 
pat on the man’s shoulder, though he felt and unease in his stomach as he 
felt Lyca’s malice loom over him. He wasn’t sure why the camo dressed 
fellow would listen to him after everything Lyca had put him through. Then 
again, if it was a trade-off of the man fleeing or finding the girls and making 
sure they were okay, he desired the latter. 

“Don’t worry, guy. I’m planted. I don’t think my pants can take 
much more shit today.” 


Sure enough, Dennis laid back on the ground, as if he was ready for 
a nap. But Anthony had no such luxury. Crouching, he peeked over the 
bushes to get an update on the situation. As expected, the vonju was still in 
the field, but the snout was nowhere to be found, though his growling 
remained audible. Observing closer, he’d found the source of the sound. 
The mutt swam across the river. 

Was he attempting to lure the vonju to the other side? 

However, if this was the case, the monster wasn’t taking the bait. 
Instead, the horror filled Anthony finding that the vonju was losing interest 
with the barking being, and rotated its way towards a ditch, that ditch. The 
boy dashed out of the bushes, sliding for his pack. Ripping open the side 
pouch, he grabbed the gift inside and found his footing. 

“Hey, you ugly piece of crud! Over here!” The beast turned once 
more, letting out a ferocious gurgle, before charging straight in the boy’s 
direction. In the thudding of his galloping pads, there was a drowned out 
voice shouting, “NO!” But Anthony couldn’t think. The boy stood his 
ground as it shook around him, gliding his thumb over the button on the 
metal device, and tossed it a few feet in front of him, closing his eyes. 

Suddenly, the thuds stopped. Instead, the sound of a whine resonated 
across the field. Anthony opened his eyes to find the sharp teeth of the beast 
inches from his nose. But slowly, they too got consumed by blue light 
before disappearing within the device. 

Anthony raced toward the area the woman had appeared from when 
risking her life for his. When he did, he happened upon two girls, lying in 
fear of what was happening above. Lyca had her entire body on the little 
one, assuming she didn’t want to let Rose lie witness to the bloodbath that 
could’ve occurred. 

However, when her clenching eyes opened, she fought Lyca off of 
her with tears of joy streaming down her face. She wiggled her way out and 
jumped out of the ditch, wrapping her arms around Anthony’s waist. Lyca 
joined soon after, which is when he explained everything. 
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The sun’s rays peeked through the clouds, keeping their backs warm as they 
crawled their way through the tall grass, approaching the cave entrance. The 
insects and tiny animals they stirred up scurried in every direction to the 
point of being paranoia inducing. Each noise set everyone on high alert, not 
knowing if it was the enemy, a deadly creature, or Dennis unexpectedly 
hollering for his comrades, none of which had happened yet. It didn’t help 
that Rose sneezed each time a different pollen stirred up from the varying 
scented flowers hidden amongst the blades. Anthony’s lips dried further 
with each movement, the dehydration causing floaters to cross his vision. 
“Lyca, I’m going to need some water soon.” 

Dee interrupted the intended person’s response. “Don’t worry, dude. 
We can all drink once we’re at the cave. The stream’s right next to it and 
they can’t see us unless they walk out the entrance.” 

“Ugh, are you seriously just gonna trust everything he says, Ant?” 
Lyca retorted with bated breath. A silence fell over the group once more as 
they continued their crawl. They’d slow down every so often as Rose 
struggled to keep up, her long tail becoming a further nuisance as it dragged 
awkwardly between her legs. Slowly, but surely, they reached their intended 
breaking point beside the cave base’s entrance. 

Quiet splashes and thirst quenching guzzles helped the group to 
recuperate their strength. After all, they’d need both for what was to come. 

“As far as I see it, we have no choice but to trust him, Lyca. You’ve 
kept him till now. Clearly, you have a plan for him.” 

“My plan, Anthony, was to get us here. Well... we’re here! Now the 
river can take his body downstream.” 

Anthony wanted to keep the conversation under control, but Dennis 
cut him off. 

“Look, Ant’s got a point—” 

“Stop calling him that, killer! You’re not his friend!” Lyca shouted, 
getting in Dee’s face. 


“Lyca, pleas—” And, the boy tried to calm things down, but the 
argument had already entered full swing. 

“Hey! I ain’t killed no one, lady!” 

“No? Well then, I’Il show you how it’s done!” Lyca jumped for the 
man, but Anthony threw himself between the two. The impact knocked his 
skull something nasty, but it was worth it to keep the peace a little longer. 
The woman looked down at the boy, and when she realized her position on 
top of him, she jumped up and scurried over to help Rose with her hairpin. 

“So, what do you think, Dennis? Can we trust you?” Anthony said, 
tending to the sore spot on his forehead. 

“Honestly, it don’t matter if you trust me. But I trust you guys, 
enough to introduce you to the boss. I don’t know why we’re even sneaking 
around. I’m sure he won’t mind sending you on your way as long as you 
hear him out.” 

“There’s no way in hell I’m marching these two in there just to die.” 
Lyca spoke under her breath, but it was loud enough for the boys to hear. 

“Lyca... I know you don’t trust him, but trust me. I’m not going to 
put you or Rose in any danger. I would offer you two to stay out here, but I 
know what your answer would be. And that’s one of the reasons I trust you. 
I know you have my back. You’re going to protect me with every fiber of 
your being.” 

Just as Lyca finished with Rose’s hair, she helped the little up, and 
pointed her in the direction opposite of Dennis. Afterwards, she walked 
over to Anthony, snatch his wrist and ripped him off the ground. After 
pulling him a distance from Dee, she grabbed his other wrist and looked 
him in the eyes. 

“You know damn well that it’s not that simple, Anthony. If it wasn’t 
for you, I’d kill this man right now, and be done with it. Nothing matters 
more to me than you and that little girl.” 

“Ty” 

“Don t you use my own name to weaken me!” She said, letting go of 
his wrist before squeezing his shoulder. Anthony knew if she got anymore 
frustrated with him, he might have a bruise. But he had to get through to 
her, and if that meant injury, then so be it. 

“You don’t trust me.” He said, looking to the ground, his tone cold 
and disheartened. 


“What? No... it’s him I don’t...” She switched her grip once more, 
but to his chin, pulling his face up to her. Once again, she looked at the boy, 
but this time, instead of the warmth she expected, his aura gave off a chill. 
Anthony knew he was inflicting damage, but if they were going to do this, 
he needed to break whatever image she had of him, at least for the time 
being. “Anthony... do not give me that face... I’m trying to protect you.” 

“Your not going to make up for the mistakes of your past by fixing 
them vicariously through us.” 

Lyca’s face melted into one of pure fear. “Don’t you dare—” 

“Pm not Jorian, and she’s not Astri—” 

If their bickering hadn’t alerted the dwellers of the outpost, the slap 
Lyca delivered against his cheek certainly did the trick. But as Anthony’s 
head twisted, he noticed Dennis wasn’t worried about anyone being alerted, 
so the boy could focus on the radiating pain on his face. 

“Dee! I don’t care how much you praise your delinquents, but we 
won’t be telling your boss anything. I will be dead and bowing to Seld, 
before I go marching in there with these two.” 

“No, I get it. You don’t know me, I don’t know you. Just figured P’'d 
suggest something.” After Rose and Dee laid witness to Lyca’s fury, it was 
no wonder why they looked so scared. 

They prepared a silent meal for the group and before long; the sun 
reached the center of the sky above them. Once again, Lyca pulled Anthony 
and Rose aside, anxieties rising with the new topic at hand. 

“I think it’s wise if we bury our supplies. We can fill up on water 
and only take weapons,” Lyca said, tying her hair in a bun and equipping 
her cap. He’d never seen her do that before, but maybe she enjoyed styling 
her hair differently for each encounter. “TIl find a safe place. Ant, you take 
Dee and lead him away so he won’t see where we bury it. Just chit chat 
about the layout inside.” 

Anthony only responded with a nod, feeling any other opinions 
would rile her up again. Digging through the sack, she tossed the pistol and 
the clip to him, and informed him of their last remaining bullet. 

“Don’t let him get near you,” stern was her voice as a final warning 
for the wounded boy. Nodding again, he loaded the clip before sliding the 
weapon down the back of his waistband. Anthony met up with Dee and the 


two of them walked around the side of the rocky hills that contained the 
base within. 
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Once Lyca was sure the two of them would not be returning for some time, 
she unbuttoned her pants. 

“What are you doing?” Rose asked as she watched the woman 
carefully take off her top without misplacing her hat. 

“Rose. I’ve taught you repeatedly to trust no one outside of us. Well, 
I believe our guest is... infecting, Anthony. So I may’ve told him I was 
going to bury our equipment, but really, I think across the river is the safest 
place. Wouldn’t you agree, sweetie?” 

Rose seemed interested in the happy trail of white hair leading down 
from the woman’s belly button. Rose had seen it before over many baths 
they shared, but something about hair growing in different places than her 
head always intrigued the little girl. Pulling off her shirt revealed the white 
ankle wrap that kept her breast squished as to not interfere with her daily 
duties. In undoing the knot, the cloth fell, releasing her pair. 

“But why are you getting undressed to do it?” 

“Well princess, I’m going for a swim, and I don’t want the bad man 
to see that my clothes are wet. So when the two of them come back, they 
won’t know I crossed the river.” Lyca slid her tail out of its custom hole in 
the back of her jeans and slid them off, exposing her black panties, which 
were next. 

“T wanna go for a swim sometime.” 

“Soon, my princess. We’ll have time soon.” 

“Hey, Lyca?” Rose halted the woman while she was busy tying a 
plastic bag around her tail. 

“Yes, dear?” Lyca replied before slipping her feet into the lukewarm 
waters. 

“T trust Anthony...” 

Lyca sat on the bank for a moment, thinking on a way she could 
convince her little girl that she shared the sentiment. That’s when the 
woman thought back to the last decision the woman and Anthony hadn’t 
agreed on. 


“Here Rose.” She opened Anthony’s bag and pulled out something 
to persuade the girl of her conviction. “I told Anthony not to keep this thing 
after he captured it, but if you can be real careful, you can hold onto it for 
him.” 

The little girl took the metal device originally gifted by Isla and 
smiled. 

“I trust Anthony too, you know?” 

After a while, the two men returned, chuckling and discussing war 
stories about Dee’s life inside the base. 

“If you two are done, we need a plan.” Lyca’s voice hit heavy as the 
pressure of the situation became clear. 
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A man’s unconscious body grazed the floor of the metal grate scaffolding. 
Slowly, the other three members of the group entered behind the white- 
haired halfling. After securing the guard’s hands behind his back and 
gagging his mouth, Lyca joined the group in peeking over the edge of the 
platform. The air smelled of old steel and cave water. As they mapped out 
the different tunnels and walkways, Anthony turned to Dennis, showing him 
appreciation. 

“It’s just as you said, man!” 

“Duh, I’ve lived here for a few years now. You think I’d know my 
own house?” The two chuckled with each other. Laughing helped to raise 
the spirits. 

“Will you two pipe down? A bit of honesty doesn’t make you 
trustworthy.” Lyca whispered, spitting down the stairwell, smacking her lips 
as if she had a foul taste in her mouth. From the bottom of the stairs, there 
was a rocky platform that connected to a room on the right. A scaffolding 
bridge lined up with the bottom step, about ten paces ahead. Then, a metal 
staircase on the right ran both up and down the cave system, the path of 
which led from said bridge. The upwards linked to another metal bridge 
leading across the tops of the other structures into more rooms. 

Anything else, they could only trust Dee’s word. If not for the 
varying LED fixtures throughout the facility, they’d have limited visibility 
from the entrance. The lights seemed powered by insulated wire that laced 
the walls and ceilings. It truly is a vast and complex facility. 

Dee informed them that down below contained running tunnels that 
led in many directions, but the walls contained a vast number of cells where 
they kept the abductees. 

“Okay, Dee, if what you say is true about what’s waiting for us 
down there, we shouldn’t have to worry about much else. Quick escape, in 
and out.” Anthony said, as he went over the plan once more. 

“Yeah, about that. Why does it seem like this is going to be too 
easy?” Lyca interjected, “I mean, aren’t there others in your group?” 


“There was...” Dee replied. He seemed to be full of remorse. “But as 
you been preaching to your little girl, there’s dangerous people out there. 
Not to mention, able bodies are scarce or already belong to a tightly knit 
group. We find a few here and there that need a home, but when Olly sends 
them back out, a lot don’t come back. Unless it’s a death, we almost never 
find out why they don’t return.” 

Dee grabbed his shirt right above his heart. It looked like he was 
struggling to explain further. “Unless another group came back while I was 
gone, Olly and Chen should be the only two left.” 

Damn... I hope he'll be okay. 

“Then, if that’s the case, we already have our plan,” Lyca continued. 
“Rose and I will trail behind you, keeping tabs on our exit and making sure 
that nobody comes up from behind. You take Dee, keep him in front of you, 
and he’ Il lead you around to all the cells. We lose sight of you, we will 
signal. You signal back every few seconds after that. Are you sure you can 
handle the locks?” 

“I’m not sure, actually. I remember reading a book about picking 
locks, but I never needed to test it out. But I’m sure if I can’t, Dee said he 
knows of—” 

“I don’t care what Dee knows, Anthony.” Lyca’s voice could no 
longer hide the displeasure of even hearing his name anymore. She drew 
Dee’s rifle and nodded to Rose to ready the knife she still kept possession 
of. “Let’s go.” 

Dee took the lead down the first stairway, as Lyca instructed, 
followed by Anthony, Rose, then Lyca. They all slowly approached the 
bridge, their eyes wondering in all directions. The room seemed under 
construction, with red and yellow bands crossing every which way. Areas 
deemed unsafe to enter, it seemed. 

“Hey, look at the machine! It’s got a scoopy thing with teeth on it 

As Lyca went to shush the girl, Anthony intervened, quietly teaching 
the young one about the single seater excavator, and its uses in easy 
digging. But that’s when Anthony realized a detail he’d taken for granted. 

“Hey, Dee. Why are their railings down the stairwell? It’s not like 
there are safety inspectors.” 

“Eh. Boss made sure to put in the extra man hours himself. He 
didn’t want any of us to get hurt.” 
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But before any further discussion took place, they’d reached their 
point of division. As Dee descended the second set of stairs, Lyca grabbed 
onto Anthony’s shoulder before he followed. The boy turned, only to find 
the eyes of a pleading woman. “Please, do not let him trick you. Don’t let 
him get too close. And don’t let him—” 

“Hey,” Anthony interrupted. “Real quick, in and out, remember? We 
got this.” The boy placed the gun he’d been wielding in his waistband. He 
raised both hands and laid one on Lyca’s shoulder while the other rested 
atop Rose’s head. “We got this.” He lifted his hands and proceeded down 
the stairs. 

Dee made it to the bottom of the last step with Anthony close 
behind. As the two turned the corner, the first stretch of corridors came into 
view. Dee was batting two for two. Coves lined the tunnel, with handcrafted 
metal barred doors and walls. The two crept deeper, but the men jumped out 
of their skin at a loud, melodic clanking noise. 

“Ha, that scared the shit outta me!” Dee bent over and clasped onto 
his knees, taking deep breaths. 

“You too? Glad I wasn’t the only one! That was just the signal that 
Lyca can’t see us anymore. I’Il need to respond on one of these metal bars if 
we don’t want her running down after us.” 

“Just make sure to pick an empty one so you don’t grab the attention 
of the folks inside.” 

“Right.” Anthony peeked into the darkness of each of the cells as 
they continued their way down the labyrinth of rock and support beams. 
They’d imprisoned many people. It seemed like every cell was full. After 
passing several, he couldn’t look any longer. He had to respond. The short 
melody he played on the bars resembled the agreed signal that everything 
was going well. Luckily, the inhabitant of this cell didn’t acknowledge the 
tone, or perhaps just didn’t care. 

They continued on their trek until Dee led them to the first fork in 
their path. Both ways housed prisoners, but their planned method was to 
start by guiding an initial bunch with less confusing instruction. 

They nodded to each other, and Anthony crouched down to pick the 
lock. Olly’s group must’ve had a metal worker in their midst. The weld job 
on the locking bar was custom. Though, they’d scavenged the padlock 


holding it shut. Then, accompanying them both, he noticed an electronic 
pad adjacent to the cell door. Anthony pointed at it, looking up at Dennis. 

“It’s a mass fail safe. It’s to open all the cages at once, if a reason 
came up.” 

“Oh, that’s what you were saying we could use if I couldn’t pick the 
locks?” 

“Yeah, but it’s a last resort. Things will get crazy if we have to rely 
on that.” 

Anthony turned back to the padlock, but just as he started raking the 
lock cylinder, a shadow shifted within the cell, approaching the frazzled 
boy. 

“Hey, don’t worry. I’m gonna get you outta here.” 

“Ant?” The boy dropped the tension bar from the padlock, letting it 
slip into the dirt. Time slowed, the boy’s chest felt as if it could collapse 
inwards. Tears flowed as the once faceless voice came into the light of the 
tunnel. 

That smile... That damn smile. 

“Riley...” Tears flowed down the green capped girl’s face as she 
threw her arms through the bars. Anthony did the same, accidentally 
scrapping his arms, but he was too happy to care. She wrapped her arms 
around Anthony’s head and neck, pulling him as close as she could, “you 
found me.” 

The two sat there for what felt like forever, sobbing together, 
enjoying each other’s warmth. But he tapped on her arms gently, signaling 
her it was time to let go. Pulling away, she listened to the boy’s instruction. 

“I’m gonna get you out of here, okay?” 

“Yes... Pd like that very much.” She smiled through the tears of 
relief and happiness at this surprising revelation. Anthony felt around and 
grabbed the tools he dropped from the ground, setting up once more with a 
newfound determination. 

“No, Chen! Wait!” Dee shouted. 

As Riley screamed, Anthony’s head hurt, but only for a moment 
before there was nothing but darkness. 
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Anthony lifted his hands from his companion’s heads and proceeded down 
the stairs. 

“Ah,” Rose mustered the courage to let out a noise, but only a noise. 
It was too late. The attention of the boy she was trying to grab faded down 
the stairs. She whimpered as her throat tightened with fear. It proved a 
struggle to swallow her emotions back down to the pits of her stomach. 

“Hey, it’s okay,” Lyca attempted to curb the girl’s woes, patting her 
head. “We’ll see him in a few. But right now, we have to look out for each 
other, just you and me, like old times, okay?” 

The girl looked up at her, but no response came out as she peered 
back down the stairs at the descending boy. 

“There he goes again. If he gets hurt, itll be your fault.” 

Blood ran down the horned girl’s chin, her canine piercing through 
the skin below her lip. “Shut up, Sammy!” 

“What'd you say, dear?” The preoccupied Lyca didn’t seem to hear 
the girl’s spiteful words. 

“Notin...” Rose said, kicking a pebble down the staircase. Once the 
boys finished their descent, they ducked out of sight. That was Lyca’s cue. 
She ejected the clip of the rifle and knocked it against one of the metal 
railings in the tune of a short percussion beat. “What’re we gonna do while 
we wait?” 

“Well, little one. We have to sit here and wait for Ant’s signals, and 
if they stop, we have to go down too.” 

“His clink clangs?” The girl snickered, tapping her little fingers 
against the rails. 

Lyca chuckled in response. “Yes, his ting tongs.” 

“Hey! That’s not what I said!” Rose stuck her tongue out, running 
over to the woman and giving her a hug. 

With a shush, Lyca embraced her back. “You gotta be quiet little 
bug.” The two girls sat and waited. Soon after, Anthony’s response came 
echoing up the steps. They were both elated and hugged each other tighter. 


So time passed with nothing but silence, but Rose broke it by asking 
a question that she’d been contemplating for a while. “Once we get outta 
here. Can we go back to our house, Lyca?” 

Lyca looked up with a finger on her chin. She always did this when 
pretending to think, but really, she already had the answer. “Of course, 
princess. It was less hectic there, anyway.” 

“Even Dee?” Rose looked away from Lyca. She knew those words 
would upset her, but Anthony seemed to enjoy having Dee around, and she 
didn’t want anyone to be sad anymore once this was all over. However, she 
didn’t get a response to her question. Instead, the girl’s protector let go of 
her with an intense look on her face. 

Lyca rubbed her ear as she looked down the stairwell, waiting for 
something. She listened. They both did, but there was nothing. 

“He missed his mark...” Lyca grabbed onto the little girl’s hand and 
raced down the stairs. In reaching the bottom, she readied the rifle and 
maintained a low profile as she hugged the tunnel wall. 

Then there were footsteps, rapidly approaching ones. Holding the 
rifle steady, she flipped the safety nob to the off position. She lined up the 
iron sights and waited with her finger just above the trigger. 

Dee appeared out of the dimly lit cavern, exposing himself to her 
wrath. 

“Where is Anthony?!” Lyca said, her words full of rage. Rose knew 
she’d wanted to yell, and she probably would’ve if not for prioritizing the 
little girl’s safety. 

“Don’t shoot!” Dee shouted, raising both hands, practically touching 
the tunnel’s ceiling. 

Lyca rushed up to the man, putting the barrel in his face. “If you 
don’t start talking, those will be the last words out of your mouth!” 

“Okay! My friend, Chen, knocked him out and took him to our 
boss.” 

“He what?! And you just let it happen?!” 

“Lyca... is Ant gonna be okay?” Rose grabbed onto the back of the 
woman’s shirt. 

“He better be, or so help me—” 

“I told you before, III tell you again.” Dee said, bringing his hands 
down to his sides. “I don’t wanna hurt you! I was on my way back to tell 


you! There’s a way we can get him out if the boss puts him in a cell. Only 
problem is...” 

Lyca pressed the barrel against the man’s forehead. 

“Tt’ll let everyone out at once...” 

The woman kept her stance for a moment, before waving the gun, 
signaling Dee to take the lead. He nodded in response and jogged up the 
stairwell. “One last thing,” Lyca said, stopping his advance. “On the way 
here, you were so gung ho about us meeting the boss, and now you’re 
helping the prisoners escape. Why?” 

Looking down the steps, his cheeks rose as his lips curled up. “No 
matter how much my boss believes these people need help, they all have 
families, and we shouldn’t be ripping them away from that. If I have to 
destroy your family, to keep my loyalty, well... I guess my momma raised 
an unloyal boy.” 

And with that, he raced back up the stairs, unbeknownst to him that 
his words pushed Lyca to tears. 
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Anthony felt his eyelids flutter as his senses came back to him, but his 
vision remained dark. 

How many more times am I gonna have to wake up like this? 

He didn’t know how long he was out. There was no telling how 
much time he wasted sitting with an itchy sack over his head. The only 
thing that persisted was the throbbing pain in the back of his skull, and the 
images of everyone’s faces he was worried about. It seemed someone 
bound him to a chair. The binds were itchy as well, irritating his arms and 
legs as he tried to wiggle out in any capacity. Wood creaked as he rocked, 
but his seat didn’t budge. Someone might’ve bolted the legs to the ground, 
he wasn’t certain. Though his mouth was free to open, he knew not to yell, 
seeing as that would only alert someone to his awakening. 

Closing his eyes, he sat nurturing his oxygen, pretending to still be 
asleep. But after some time, devoid of his vision, he realized that his other 
senses grew more keen to the finer details surrounding him. The bag on his 
head smelled like a used tee shirt that’d been fermenting under a bed for 
weeks. Then there were his hands. They grew cold, numb even. He was 
certain that if someone looked at them now, they’d be pale, but what’d he 
expect from lacking proper circulation? 

How long have I been sitting here? Is anyone even checking on me? 

Anthony listened to the ambiance of the tunnel. The echoing of 
stalactite drips bounced off the walls of his room. It was a small room, a 
cramped room even. If he could break free from his restraints, the tunnels 
would be an easy dash. Even if he couldn’t escape, he knew there’d be 
plenty of dark corners to conceal himself. Time, that’s all he needed, was 
time to find an escape and an opportunity. 

But that’s when time became a depleting factor. Between the sound 
of cave sweats, movement approached. Adding to the established symphony 
came sounds of metal. Sadly, the metal held no resemblance to the 
established code. 


It could be the cells, or it could be someone trying to mimic the 
code. But whatever it is, if it’s not Lyca, its probably a bad sign. 

Soon enough, another sound intertwined its wavelengths with the 
rest. Footsteps, clear as the sun on a cloudless day. An unknown headed 
directly for him. If that weren’t enough, they were looking at him. He could 
feel as much. They stood in the nook’s entrance, whomever they are. The 
presence wasn’t shuffling or fidgeting; it was calm and patient. 

Anthony’s original intentions were to remain unmoving, but this 
individual’s demeanor didn’t contain any threatening intention. It welcomed 
him, even. Encouraged him to interact. 

“T’m up, and you can take this bag off now. This thing has a nasty 
itch.” Keeping calm felt like Anthony’s only option. Struggling, yelling, 
fighting back, none of them seemed to be a proper response to the situation. 

“Well kid, Dee pled his case to my colleague, I just hope his 
confidence in you aligns with mine.” The voice approached him from the 
right, as if moving around something. 

Am I sitting at a table? 

“Cause if he is, I’m sure we’ll get along just fine.” The bag brushed 
Anthony’s face as they tore it off. Though the light was just as dim as 
before, it still blinded him. With vision hazy, he looked at the blurry figure 
walking away from him. But as it cleared, he confirmed to himself that it 
was indeed a table, and this man took a seat on the opposite side of it. 

“The name’s Oliver, and you are?” The tall man with broad 
shoulders leaned back in his chair. He seemed fairly relaxed, even though 
his seat looked just as uncomfortable as Anthony’s. 

“Anthony.” The boy knew he couldn’t lie. Dennis knew these 
people. He wouldn’t create a cover-up story if he wanted the two groups to 
have an honest go at it. 

“Anthony, you say?” Oliver paused as he fiddled with a wrench the 
boy only now noticed. The grizzly bearded man played with it as if it were a 
tool to help him ponder. He scrunched up the loosely fitting hat on his bald 
head. Seemed he had an itch. “My wife had a friend not long ago. Her name 
was... Alison, if I remember correctly. Anyway, the friend, Alison, her son’s 
name was Anthony. Yeah, Haley used to take our boy Dennis over to their 
house to play all the time.” 


Anthony was confused, not about their mutual companion sharing a 
name with his son, but about his reason for telling him this? He didn’t know 
this man, and from what he assumed before today, before this very moment, 
he didn’t think he wanted to know. But now, this man that the boy had 
previously perceived as a villain begun casual conversation. 

“How old are you, boy? I could probably take a guess, but I don’t 
like being wrong. Just comes with being a scientist, I guess.” The man 
chuckled as he looked down at the wrench swiveling the head against the 
table. 

“I’m sixteen,” the boy said, short and to the point. If he wasn’t 
playing with the wrench, Anthony would probably engage just as 
nonchalant as Oliver, but with it in play, his guard remained strong. 

“Sixteen! Wow, for such a young man like yourself, you seem to 
have some spunk in you! I always find myself wondering what Dennis is 
going to be like at that age. He’s just a little thing right now, ten or so. 
They’re a handful at that age, you know? I’m sure you were a handful 
yourself. But I love him all the same. The wife too, though she can be a 
pain in the ass.” He chuckled again, going on about how you should never 
get married, but then shortly after, reversing his stance, saying something 
about living with them and living without them. 

The man proved too quick. Anthony made muffled sounds trying to 
interrupt. He needed time to decipher what was happening. 

“Olly, you can just call me Olly. Got rid of the doctor suffix a while 
ago. Always preferred professor myself. It’s just a title, but we’re all still 
living beings, no better, and no worse than each other, no matter the status.” 

“Olly, then. Why are you telling me all of this?” 

“Well, have you never had a conversation before, Anthony?” 

“I have, but why waste your time? You said yourself that you talked 
to Dee. You know why I’m here.” If Anthony was being honest with 
himself, this whole wholesome guy act was actually annoying. Nothing 
could’ve prepared him for this type of interaction. 

“Why does anyone have conversations? To talk, to share, to improve 
on one another. Heck, if I didn’t have half of the conversations that I’ve had 
in my life, Pd be nowhere near the same man I am sitting in front of you 
today.” 


Anthony cracked. He couldn’t get the long list of questions out of 
his head, and they all started the same. Why, what, who, and so on. He 
couldn’t take it anymore, this guy’s smile, this guy’s personality, this guy’s 
composure. 

“Why?” Anthony shouted without restraint. 

“Woah, son, no need to get loud here. The walls like to shake 
sometimes. Why what?” 

“Why are you taking people? Kidnapping them, and bringing them 
here. I’ve seen it. They’re in cages like animals.” Anthony’s equanimity 
finally collapsed, his voice cracked, his legs shaking, his emotion seeping 
through. 

Olly looked at the boy for a moment, then looked away. He shot a 
glance up at the ceiling, then a heavy sigh. Anthony’s teeth uncontrollably 
clattered as he waited for a response from the contemplative man. 

“Those people out there, they don’t know what they want anymore. 
My father told me tales of the way things used to be before those bombs 
went off. That even though it was hectic, it was peaceful. ‘If you just turned 
off the news, of course.’” Olly said in a deeper tone. “That’s a quote 
unquote from my pops.” He smiled as he looked down at the floor, sitting 
forward in his chair. Slowly, he peered directly at the boy once more. 

“But now, we got these creatures strutting around like they own the 
damn place.” 

A memory came flooding back to Anthony at the man’s statement, 
“so you decided to start controlling them?” 

“Wait, you saw that? Man, you are good!” The man slapped the 
table in excitement, startling Anthony with the surprise of how heavy his 
hand hit. “Not only did you make it here, and convince Dee you were 
someone worth talking to, but you’ve been tailing us for that long? You are 
a hell of a kid, I have to admit. You’ve caught me, hook, line, and sinker. I 
want you to join me. I want you to join my cause.” 

“Cause?” 

“Yeah man, my movement. Do you have any clue on why we went 
through all the trouble of digging out these tunnels and bringing all this 
metal to the bottom of a cave?” 

Anthony thought for a moment, but shook his head at the man’s 
question. 


“It’s because we have one. A bomb. One of the bombs that went off 
a hundred years ago. The bomb my dad watched drop onto us. The same 
one that gave my son a tail. It punched a hole through the ground and never 
went off!” 

Anthony’s heart sunk past his stomach at this revelation. He never 
even thought of the possibility that any bomb survived the impact. That 
dream he’d had only solidified this notion. But now, this man claims he has 
one. 

“Tve been studying this thing since I’ve found it, and I’ve been able 
to build a machine that can control the chemical inside. Those same 
chemicals that were released on this world to make it so chaotic. We can all 
finally be one species again.” 

Now the scattered statements and thoughts unified within Anthony. 
Though he didn’t understand the how, or the why, he at least understood 
something. 

“Olly, what exactly do you want from me?” 

“Son, don’t be confused. I want nothing from you. I just want you to 
understand my aim. Society can never recover to its former glory if we 
don’t cure the beasts that prevent it from rebuilding. And as long as 
halflings and humans continue this ridiculous segregation, we will remain 
divided. We need to all evolve to the limitless potential the animal genes 
can give us so we can kick some monster’s ass and start over!” 

Anthony felt hollow as Olly carried on with his explanation. He 
couldn’t make heads or tails of any details, but he understood the plot. 

Turning everyone into halves. What would happen if this man 
succeeded? 

“T’ve also amplified the distribution of the mutated gene, so not only 
will it passively infect a majority of the lands, but also the range will be 
much further than the original—” 

“Olly!” 

“Yes, son?” 

“I can’t help you. If what you’re saying is true, if what you’re 
planning comes together, you’re talking about changing all the lives that 
remain on this planet without their consent.” 

“As I said before, boy, these people don’t know what they want 
anymore. They’ve all accepted the way things are and refuse to change any 


of it.” 

“But that’s the way people live. The world and everything on it all 
run their courses. You can’t force them to change, no matter how many 
times you try to tell them one way or another. It’s about accepting people 
for who they are and surrounding yourself with the ones that do the same 
for you.” 

The man paused as he looked at Anthony, shocked. But then Oliver 
turned away from the boy as he exited the room. “I guess Dee was wrong 
about you, after all. Chen, take care of this.” 

A man entered the room from the corridor and approached Anthony, 
replacing the bag on his head, cutting the ropes from his arms and legs, and 
led him away. 
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“It seems earlier that I opened your wound back up, so I bandaged it again 
while you were out. My apologies. If I had known, I would’ve aimed for 
your temple.” 

Chen left Anthony in an empty cell as he made his way back down 
the way they’d come. It was just as it seemed from the outside, a dirt 
covered cave floor, rigid rock walls, dark and uncomfortable. 

“How long had some of these people suffered like this?” He said to 
himself. 

Anthony sat back against the furthest wall from the cell door, 
contemplative, confused, disappointed. The boy only thought of the others. 

What happened to Lyca and Rose, or even Dee? 

He knew Riley’s location from the entrance, but from his current 
place, there was no way of knowing. 

Any confidence he’d gained along the journey, any knowledge 
learned, now felt worthless, pointless even. It was a tough lesson to 
swallow. This is what waited beyond the wall. Not wondrous tales or 
triumphs. He was sure all birds thought about what lied beyond the cage 
until being eaten the minute they step out. But thinking back, he didn’t 
really have a choice whether to stay or go. He’d never find out what his 
adoptive brothers did or how they indirectly got him into this mess. 

“Hey,” a voice came from the corridor, but it wasn’t a voice he was 
familiar with. It held similarities to that of a mature feminine voice, like his 
teachers back in class. “Come to the bars.” 

Anthony contemplated for a moment before obliging. 

How much more can go wrong from within this cage? At the very 
least, making a new acquaintance will help keep me out of my own head. 

He pushed off the wall and walked over to the bars, peering down 
the seemingly endless corridors. But no one was there. 

“Hello?” He replied. 

“You sound quite young. Looked it too as you passed my cell.” 

Oh, another captive. Seems she’s to my left. 


Anthony walked to the side of his cell before leaning against the 
wall and sliding down onto his butt. 

It wouldn t hurt to get comfortable. 

“Yeah? I could be forty with a childish voice.” He jokingly retorted, 
trying to lift the dreary mood. 

“Well, that’d be a first in all my years.” She said in a tone of 
warmth, like the coziness of a soft bed. “Is it alright, if I ask how old you 
are?” 

“Sixteen. Surprisingly, you’re not the first to ask me that today.” 

“Is that so?” The feminine voice let out a sigh before humming to 
herself. It was a comforting tune to hear, especially given the 
circumstances. But Anthony couldn’t help but tear up at the melody. It 
pulled it out of him. An arrangement so emotional, it seemed to force the 
listener to let out anything and everything they were feeling deep down 
inside. Or maybe he’d hit his limit after the past couple of days. 

His sniffling went on until the song stopped, then he wiped his nose 
and sat in silence. It only took moments before the silence became 
unbearable. “Excuse me. Do you mind if I ask you how you got here?” 

“Oh, it’s a long tale to tell.” It sounded as if she were getting 
comfortable, too. “And I’m no longer the woman I once was in those tales.” 

“Why? Going somewhere?” Sarcasm wasn’t Anthony’s strong suit, 
but it got the point across. They were going to be here for the foreseeable 
future. 

“Well, if it'll help keep your head on, I don’t mind sharing.” 

“I appreciate it, ma’am.” 

“It’s Abby, dear. Abby is just fine.” 

She started her story as if to tell a fantastical adventure of a family 
living many lives, but always having each other to turn to. Thieves hidden 
among policing forces. Warriors defending lands against beasts. Treasure 
hunters seeking not riches, but technology and knowledge. Along with her 
husband and daughter, they seemed like the deadly triple threat of the entire 
world. 

“But then, my husband, in all his years of experience, made a 
mistake. This wasn’t his first mistake, not by a long shot. He’d married me 
after all.” She laughed, but it sounded as if she were covering up some grim 
memory. “But it was his last.” 


“I still hear him telling us to run. Every moment of every day, while 
those things just tore him up.” 

“The vonju?” 

“No, not them. There are other terrible things in this world, entities 
you can’t even comprehend, and they’re all in a place known as the 
Marrow.” 

“The Marrow?” He’d heard that name before. “It must be a popular 
place if it keeps popping up in conversation.” 

“Yes, it’s a structure stretching deep into the ground that people 
have been studying for years. But it’s opening, and those things that got my 
husband, they were just the tip of many hellish things produced in that 
place.” 

Anthony couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Were there really 
monstrosities in the world like what she was describing? 

“But after that, we ran into my daughter’s boyfriend and his brother. 
We all camped out in a village the evening, but I ended up leaving them in 
the middle of the night.” 

“But why would you do that?” 

“I was a very lost and very broken woman after what happened to 
my husband.” Anthony knew this moment was a lesson. Not a class taught 
by words, but by tone. This is the sound of someone who was truly broken- 
hearted. A person utterly defeated in every meaning of the word. Someone 
no longer walking among the living emotionally. “I couldn’t fight, I didn’t 
want to fight. I’d lost my nerve, and one day, I was dragged here. And that’s 
the story of this old woman.” 

Anthony wished he knew someone to console the woman, but he 
didn’t. No imagination could conjure anything close to how the woman 
must’ve felt. “Sorry isn’t good enough, but it’s all I have.” 

“From you, sorry is just enough, dear. It’s not your fault.” 

The two of them sat there in silence as time passed them by. Neither 
of them shared another word. But there was no need. A buzzing noise filled 
the halls, followed by a ca-chink. Then, a sudden roar of shouts and cries 
filled the tunnels as metal bangs thudded one right after another. It was a 
rampage, a parade of stomping steps, heading every which direction, but 
most of them marched further from him. 

Holy crap. Was that the gates opening? 


As he approached his own cell door, shoe bottoms rapidly 
approached his position. Anthony latched onto the bars to get a look, but 
before he could even peek, Lyca slammed her body against the entrance. 

“Damn, Lyca! What’d you do?!” 

“After you got caught, we had to make a new plan. Luckily, Dennis 
had just the thing! Everyone’s already leading each other out of the cave!” 

“And the first row of cells right by the entrance?” 

“We cleared them—” 

“I made sure to get Riley out for you, dude!” Dennis chimed in with 
a thumbs up. 

“Man, it’s like you read my mind!” Anthony reached his arm 
through the bars, forming a fist, and waited for Dennis to return it. 

“Thanks, bro.” When their knuckles connected, it finally cemented 
their friendship. 

“What’re you still doing in the cage?” Lyca grabbed onto one of the 
cell bars, but before she put any force into it, Anthony flung it open, 
throwing his arms around Lyca and Rose, squeezing them as tight as he 
could. Finally, he’d found some happiness in their warmth. Unfortunately, it 
seemed Lyca’s train of thought came back, as she pushed him back. 

“Come on. Dennis says we only have so many more to go.” 

“When did you start trusting him, little miss fury fox?” He couldn’t 
think of a better nickname in the heat of the moment. 

At first she blushed, but he wasn’t sure if it was at the question or 
the nickname. But then she hit him right back. “He led us to you, doofus! 
Isn’t that a good enough reason as any?” 

Lyca shuffled over to the next cell and helped the woman open it. 
Anthony attempted to follow her, but Rose was still holding on to the boy’s 
waist for dear life. 

“Hey, Rose. I missed you too.” He patted her on the head to try and 
relieve her death grip. “Lyca, let Dennis take care of her. We have to go.” 

“Go? We’re getting out of here. Just give me a second.” She said, 
while Dennis rushed over to help Lyca lift Abby. 

“No... we can’t leave. Something terrible is about to go down, and 
we have to stop it. Dee, you have to help Abby and the rest of these people 
and get them all out of her, okay?” 


“I can do that. But hey, don’t forget this.” Dee tossed the weapon 
that Anthony had lost earlier when he was knocked unconscious. Anthony 
reached up and grabbed it out of the air, cocking back the slide, then 
checking the side. 

“Dude... You threw this at me with one in the chamber with the 
safety off?” 

Dee looked at him with a dumbfounded face. “Whoops...” 

“You ass.” Anthony said as Lyca delivered a blow to Dee’s shoulder. 
It was a honest mistake, but it didn’t stop the boy from nervously laughing 
off the different scenarios that could’ve happened. 

Anthony recalled the path he’d walked back with Chen and 
attempted to replay it in reverse. As he took off with the two girls behind, 
he passed the woman stepping out of her cell. Abby was barely taller than 
him with curly brown and gray hair that ran to her waist. The boy didn’t 
slow down, but as he passed, he locked onto her soft eyes. 

“Thank you for sharing with me,” he said as the three of them 
dashed off deeper into the cave. 


eM 


Electronics buzzed from the end of the tunnel. The group emerged from the 
darkness and poured into the massive room. Though the tunnels were no 
easy feat, this room, with its rows of circuit boards, consoles, and hundreds 
of feet of cable, astonished them. Just like the rest of the cave, the floor 
remained rock and rubble, but some of the equipment sat atop a suspended 
grate sharing similarities to the walkways they crossed before. 

And, among the flashing nodes and beeping drives sat Oliver, 
working away. 

Stepping onto the metal plate, Anthony approached the man. “Olly, 
it’s time to go. I won’t let you do this.” 

Oliver turned, looking not only at Anthony but at the two 
individuals still standing in the room’s entrance. He chuckled. “Dee 
mentioned something about them. But after our little conversation, I just 
couldn’t believe it.” 

Anthony joined the man in looking back at the girls, “what do you 
mean?” 

“You see, I taught all my men to accept the demi-humans, because 
our efforts led us to being one of them. Some of them didn’t take too kindly 
to that, but they eventually accepted it, one way or another. But you, my 
friend, you’ve broken past the segregation, and you’re not even a father to 
one. How many who have a mind like yours are still out there? If there were 
enough, it’d almost make all of this worthless.” 

But what he said didn’t matter, it was time to stop. “Olly,” Anthony 
said once more. 

“I understand. Just give me a second. You don’t yet know how it 
feels to get older.” 

Anthony didn’t accept his excuse, but he didn’t press further. 
Instead, his attention caught a bit of light shining from beneath the metal 
grate. He knew what the light was reflecting off of, but he had to see it for 
himself. Anthony beckoned the two still at the entrance, but Lyca insisted 
the horned girl stay there. 


“What is it?” Lyca said as she approached. 

“Look,” he pointed into the crater. “It’s one of the bombs that 
created the vonjus.” 

It was hard to make out, but Anthony made sure his companion 
noticed the cables leading from the shell connecting to the terminal that the 
man was currently sitting at. The sound of the metal moving under the 
shifting weight rattled them, but Lyca continued to draw her rifle. She 
checked the magazine and chamber. 

“Two left.” 

But as she approached, Oliver pushed himself from the desk, stood 
up and twisted dials. 

“I’m gonna need you to stop messing around with that... Olly, was 
it?” 

“Indeed, dear.” He acknowledged her statement, but kept his eyes 
locked on a large device hovering at the top of the room over the bomb. It 
seemed as if sunlight was breaking through from around the dish-shaped 
structure. 

Is it leading outside? 

Lyca’s attention snapped from the astonishing technological 
happenings and raised her iron sights at the man 

“Step away from there.” 

“Did the boy tell you what this device is?” Oliver asked, waving his 
arm at all of his creations. 

“Yes, it’s what made the vonju.” 

“No, dear. The bombs made the vonju. But it’s also what made you 
who you are today, correct?” 

Lyca looked as if she didn’t care, or maybe she wanted him to get to 
the point already. 

“This device I’m working on will make everyone just like you, and 
that precious rarity back there,” he said, pointing back at Rose. “She is a 
cutie. My wife always wanted a sister for my son, but then I got caught up 
in my work and yada yada. You know?” 

Lyca glanced back at Anthony. The boy nodded his head in 
confirmation of the device’s use. With that her resolve remained focused. 
“Step away from there, Olly.” 


His relaxed smile that Anthony associated the man with, now fell to 
one of disdain. “You people will never know what you want.” 

The man slammed down a large lever on the console. Suddenly, the 
sound of humming electrical intensified. 

“What did you do?” Lyca yelled over the wines of the wires as she 
readied her finger over the trigger. 

“It’s simple. I’m improving life.” The man chuckled one last time 
before yelling out in pain. Rapidly, Oliver grew in size. His skin made a 
horrible ripping sound as blood spurted out from his arms and legs. 
However, as this awful tearing happened, the blood would stop as the 
cracks on his flesh healed, then ripped, then healed once more. 

“What the hell is happening?” Anthony said, before Lyca tackled 
him off the platform and onto the solid ground. The boy’s body ached, but 
he didn’t care. He kept his eyes on the former human as every millimeter of 
his body produced fur. Oliver’s shout shook the entire cave as his tone 
deepened to a deafening roar. 

“Holy shit! He’s a monster!” Lyca shouted. 

“No... he’s a vonju.” Olly’s new quadrupedal form was covered in 
black and orange stripes and was no longer a six-foot man. Even on all 
fours, the new terrifying beast measured in at least twenty feet. Just like a 
hundred years ago, genetics and scientific engineering created this horrific 
creature. 

But the team’s mission hadn’t changed. The machine needed to be 
shut down, but now a roadblock stood in their path. Lyca and Anthony 
backed away. It seemed Oliver still didn’t have full comprehension of his 
new way of life, which gave them time to shoo-off Rose. But the girl didn’t 
move. She seemed too busy watching the giant entity approach her 
guardians. 

“Ant, we need a plan.” 

“Me? We’ve never fought a vonju... wait.” Anthony felt an impulse 
to check his pockets, though he knew the device wasn’t in there. It was in 
his pack that they’d left outside the facility. 

“Do you think we could electrocute him?” Lyca shouted, aiming her 
gun at the encroaching beast. 

“If there was some way we could get him to cut open the cable and 
step on it, then yes. But if he’s still in there, I don’t see him doing such a 


thing.” Alas, their time to think was up. Oliver let out a haunting growl and 
looked ready to pounce. Lyca shoved Anthony down to the ground as she 
brought the rifle up, pulling the trigger. 

The discharge caused his ears to ring, but through it, he could still 
hear Lyca’s fleeting cry as her body flew and slammed against the wall. 
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Rose wailed, watching helplessly through her tears. The dangers of the 
situation left her mind as she dashed to Lyca’s side. She looked over at 
Anthony, hoping he’d run over as well to get them all out of there. But as he 
stared back, he turned to the monster, lifting the pistol he’d bought at the 
beginning of his journey, and shouted, “Hey!” 

A wave of anger filled the room, sending the girl’s heart plummeting 
as she watched the blood drip down between the beast’s eyes. The 
menacing aura radiating from the creature seemed to infect Anthony as it 
approached him. Rose didn’t know if it was just from her blurred vision, but 
for a moment, it seemed the beast’s fangs formed a smile. She watched as 
the boy stared down the iron sight of his weapon and pulled the trigger. The 
gun kicked back with such power that he dropped the weapon. This entire 
time, he nor the little girl knew nothing of the force the tool was capable of 
producing. 

But the boy didn’t run in fear. He stood his ground, looking as if 
he’d won, but he didn’t. They weren’t winning this fight and Rose knew it. 

Run Anthony... please run... 

“Tt’s all your fault, you know,” Sammy chimed in, standing beside 
Rose as she looked down, crying over Lyca’s motionless body. 

“Not now, Sammy!” The girl bawled her eyes out harder than she’d 
ever had before. It was hard to breathe. Her chest hurt. She felt like 
vomiting. She wanted to scream, but her throat was too tight. 

Sammy kicked a rock at the girl’s leg. “Every time, every time 
you’re happy, these things happen. You don’t deserve to be happy, you 
know that? You’re trash, and trash is never happy. It’s disposed of, just like 
your parents.” 

The anger filled Rose to the brim. She no longer whimpered, but fell 
completely still. 


“I mean, come on, if you were meant to be happy, you would have a 
family.” 

“I have a family.” Rose said, silence falling over the both of them. 

“What d you say?” 

“T have a family, Sammy.” 

“Huh?! Your family is dead, gone, you piece of trash.” 

“No, Sammy. My family is right here. And I will not let you or 
anyone else take them from me!” 
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Anthony stared his fate in the eyes as the beast’s paw rose high into the air, 
ready to strike. But a deep scream filled the room as a giant beast with a 
snout, tail, and horns rammed itself into the furred beast, knocking it over. 
Anthony looked in awe at the creature, as it stared down at him out of the 
corner of its eye, smiling. 

Rose? 

The fur covered monster stood and pounced at the scaly creature, 
but the dragon-like entity held out its arms and grabbed onto the furry one. 
Once again, the horned beast toppled the other, blasting it with a myriad of 
pounding fists. 

But as the fight continued, Anthony thought it best to check on 
Lyca. Approaching, he hurried his pace as she started to move. He placed 
one hand on her stomach, holding her down as he slid the other behind her 
head. 

“Just rest. You'll be okay.” 

“Wh... we’re still in the cave? What’s going on?” 

“Well... it’s kinda hard to explain.” He knew he sounded nervous, 
which would only make her panic more, but what other option did he have 
to break the news to her? Lyca turned her head as best as she could, only to 
be shocked at the two giant beasts fighting it out. 

“Anthony... Where’s Rose?” 

He didn’t know how to respond to the question. If he were speaking 
honestly, he wasn’t even sure the answer he insinuated would suffice. But 
after watching the fight continue, she seemed to understand the boy’s 


inability to answer. Lyca laid her head back on the boy’s hand, looking up 
into his eyes. “Do you think she’ll be okay?” 

“Come on, after all that girl has been through? She’s stronger than 
you and I could ever be.” 

The woman snickered, “you’ve got a point.” 

The two of them just sat and watched as the battle raged on. 

Rose pushed Olly off, grabbing onto the toughs of hair around his 
neck, slamming his face into some consoles. She found her footing, backed 
up and waited for his next attack. Olly rose from the broken machinery he’d 
worked so hard on, and snarled at the girl, charging and slamming into her 
once more. But this time, he found the upper hand. 

The furry monster backed off and lunged at her head, latching onto 
one of her horns, bringing her down. The massive beast turned back, 
shifting his weight to his front paws and relentlessly slammed them onto the 
scaly beast’s head. 

“Anthony! We need to do something!” Lyca shouted, pulling down 
on his shirt. The woman tried her best to sit up, but with every movement, 
she let out a deep exhale. 

“Stop moving! You probably have some broken ribs. We’re not 
going to be of any use to her like this!” 

“No, we can!” She shouted, looking around the room before 
pointing. “Her clothes! Get to her clothes!” 

“What? Why?” 

“Look.” Lyca brought his head down to her, embracing him. “Every 
time I hide things from you, I always end up regretting it. So, if we make it 
out of here, Pll never keep anything from you again. Not my intentions, not 
my actions, and not my emotions. Now get going.” 

Anthony needed an answer, but before he could get one, Lyca 
slipped back into unconsciousness. 

The boy took off in a full sprint for the pile of ripped cloth. He 
flipped up each bit of fabric, tossing aside every piece that held no 
significance. But then, when he found the part with her pants pocket 
attached, he noticed it held far my weight than any clothing should. 

Flashes of Isla came flooding back to him as he held the metal 
chunk in his hand. Anthony pressed the button and threw it at Oliver. In a 


flash of light, the vonju he’d captured popped from the device, latching its 
jaws onto Olly’s neck. 

Rose grabbed onto the waist of the giant kitten-like creature and 
flipped him over, the vonju flying with him. She adjusted her grip and 
began dragging him by his legs. The scaly beast swung Olly up over her 
head, slamming him down onto the metal platform. 

A creak, a crack, and a snap followed the impact. Rose retreated 
from the noise, quivering in fear with each step. The rubber-like bwong 
bounced all around as Olly shook off the injury. It looked as though he’d 
found strength to retaliate, but as he stood, one of his legs busted through 
the metal flooring. The beast bellowed in pain as the metal dug into his arm. 
The more Oliver struggled, the more beams snapped. One last crack shook 
the room as the beast disappeared into the pit with all of his work. 

Rose, shrinking back to her original size, ran over to Lyca and 
Anthony. She jumped in and hugged her guardians. The three of them held 
onto each other, smiling, squeezing, and enjoying the warmth. 

“You know what? You’re a little badass.” Anthony brought his hand 
up, patting the child with a grin of acceptance. 

“Hey, language! She doesn’t need to be learning words like that 
Lyca said holding her own head 

“You really think so?” Rose said, looking at the boy with a nervous 
smile, ignoring all remarks from Lyca. 

“Yeah, I do!” Anthony continued to ruffle her hair as she giggled. 

“Hey, don’t you two go conspiring against me now!” 

They all enjoyed the peace that came with their laughs. Each breath 
seemed fresh and newly appreciated. However, this peace would not last 
long, as an eerie clank came from within the pit. It sounded as if someone 
were hammering a nail that refused to go down. But before the group could 
even stand to investigate, the noise stopped, as a blinding light shined from 
the pit. 

Anthony turned to the other two and tackled them to the ground. 
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The sun shined brightly as the horned girl pulled the hands of both the boy 
and the halfling woman through the meadow. Fragrant smells surrounded 
them as they kicked up plants in their path, the sounds of bugs whizzing 
around them. Rose took a deep breath of fresh air as the wind blew just 
enough to allow her hairs to run in the wind. They continued forward on 
their path, smiles on their faces, not knowing what waited ahead for the 
three of them. 

“You'd think they’d wait up for us, wouldn’t you?” Riley said, 
looking up at the sky, hands fixated behind her head. 

“Just let them have their fun. From the stories they told us back at 
the village. Don’t you think they’ve been through enough? They deserve a 
vacation.” Abby said, watching the three of them walk together as she 
reminisced about her family. 

“Yeah, but don’t you think we should of left someone to keep 
watch? We can’t all be letting our guard down swimming in the river.” 
Dennis said, yanking out the tallest pieces of grass they’d passed by. 

“Rose is so persistent, and Anthony just tells her yes to everything.” 
Riley said, stealing the piece of greenery that Dennis was fiddling with. 
“You'd think she’d be a little more friendly, but anytime I ask her 
something, she totally blows me off. 

“Well, while you and I sat cooped up in those cells, they were busy 
bonding.” Abby nudged Riley with her shoulder. “We’ll just have to find a 
way to make up for lost time.” 

“Trust me,” Dee said, sliding a newly plucked plant between his 
lips. “When they’re not running errands for that bird lady, those two keep 
him wrapped around their fingers.” 

“I’m sure we’ll find a way.” The older woman said, snatching the 
plant from his mouth. “That one’s got a slow acting neurotoxin.” 

“By the way, Dee.” Riley looked back at the shifting blades behind 
them. “Before you fall limp, tell me, are we supposed to just trust you on 
that as well?” 


Dee joined her in glancing back, watching as the snout’s tail stuck 
out from between the blades. “Rose said his name’s Nona. Just leave him 
be.” 

The world felt calm to them all for once, as they just enjoyed these 
moments. Many mysteries still flourished around them, but when isn’t the 
world creating new wonders for someone to discover? All they knew was 
that whatever they came across in the future, they’d take it head-on, as a 
family. And so, a boy, a fox, and a dragon continued down the road, with a 
group of friends close behind. 

Rose let go of her two guardians’ hands as she trailed behind the two 
of them for a second. She gasped as she’d made a discovery right in front of 
her. “Anthony! There’s a tail poking out of your shirt!” 


AFTERWORD 


There’s a certain memory from long ago that’s popped into my head 
multiple times over the many years. I was in the backseat of a four seater 
car. I’m fairly certain my parents were in the front, but the memory is so far 
back, I guess it could’ve been my grandparents. Though I have a sister, she 
wasn’t the one sharing the back with me that day. My only cousin on my 
mother’s side took her place, more than likely getting a ride back home. 

My cousin lived so far away, and other than the important holidays 
at my grandparents’ house, she wasn’t around much. But on this journey, we 
did as most kids do. We made our own fun. Even though it was midday, she 
threw a sheet over the two of us and crafted a scary story to tell me. After 
that, I remember how fascinated I was at the concept of creating stories. 
Countless years later, and instead of becoming a writer, she married one, 
but unbeknownst to her, she helped to create another. 

So, cousin, if you’re reading this, thank you for that fond memory 
you created with me all those years ago. You’ve helped shape me into the 
person I am today. Also, thank you to my mother for standing by me no 
matter how many trials and heartaches I put her through growing up. Lastly, 
thank you to the ASMRtist on YouTube known formerly as Mother 
Macabre, recently changed to MacaldaReye. Without their stories, a lot of 
concepts in this book might not have reached their full realization, and 
without their audios, I would’ve gone absolutely insane editing. 

Thank you for reading my story. 
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